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Welcome to Pudding Corner . . .


Oh, the humble and peaceful English country village. This paragon of beauty, this model of excellent living. The eidolon of safety and calm that serves as the exemplar of all things wholesome and good.


Who can help but extol the virtues of the sleepy and quintessentially English wilderness that forms this clustered settlement of quaintness . . . A veritable paragon of innocent and simple virtues that have lain unchanged – and unchallenged – for generations . . .


A lovingly maintained village green, a centuries-old church steeple, a kindly family doctor and an ever-present vicar . . . Who can resist the draw of this harmonious, cake-filled community spirit, full of friendly watchfulness, benevolent advice and sweet tea – and not forgetting the unrelenting kindness behind the quietly twitching curtain.


This gloriously unmodified, uninterrupted and unvaried way of life – this reflection of all that is great and – sometimes – good. This bucolic green and pleasant land where lies are unheard of, envy is absent, no one harbours a secret, and strangers – that know their place and stick to the rules – are always made welcome . . .


Welcome to a place where nothing bad could possibly ever happen. Welcome, my friends, to Pudding Corner.
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Meeting the villagers . . .


Daphne Brewster: New to Pudding Corner, having relocated from urban South London to rural Norfolk. A kind and inquisitive do-gooder who takes the side of the underdog, the village’s Vintage Lady and amateur sleuth.


James Brewster: Affable husband to Daphne, who is disapproving of her detective predilections.


Imani Antoinette Brewster: Daughter and eldest of the Brewster children.


Archie Brewster: Twin son to Daphne and James.


Fynn Brewster: Twin son to Daphne and James.


Byron: The Brewster family pet; a characterful miniature dachshund named after Lord Byron, the 1800s poet.


Aggie: Short for Agnes; Daphne’s vintage beloved car, a 1969 Morris Traveller.


Marianne Forbes: A snobby and entitled ex-Sloane Ranger raging at the supposed injustice of her lack of financial clout and village social status.


Timothy Forbes: Long-suffering husband of Marianne, content with the simple life – unlike his other half.


Tarquin Forbes: Marianne and Timothy’s son.


Charles Papplewick: Headmaster of the village school, Pepperbridge Primary School, allotment enthusiast – and murder victim.


Augusta Papplewick: Headmaster’s wife, self-appointed guardian of parish social and moral standards – and soon-to-be widow on a mission for revenge.


Doctor Ptolemy Oates: Jolly neighbour to the Brewster family, expert in local history and McVitie’s Fruit Shortcake lover.


Minerva Leek: Quiet and unassuming friend of Daphne, outcast from the village.


Silvanus Leek (known to his friends as Silver): Young son of Minerva, best friend to Imani Brewster.


Nancy Warburton: Formidable village gossip and proprietor of the Pepperbridge Convenience Store.


Patsy Warburton: Younger sister to Nancy and fellow gossiper.


Mrs Freestone: Official editor of the Village Pump, a monthly newsletter for the parish.


Reverend Gerald Duncan: Local vicar.


Mrs Musgrave: The headmaster’s secretary.


Inspector Hargreaves: Local police inspector dreaming of exciting cases beyond bucolic village life.


PC Maxine Clarke: Ex-pupil of Pepperbridge Primary School, now a local PC.


Locations in the story . . .


Pudding Corner: A charming hamlet in West Norfolk. Home to Cranberry Farmhouse and the Brewster family.


Pepperbridge: A larger village next to Pudding Corner, and home to Pepperbridge Primary School.


Cringlewic Heath (commonly known as Cringlewic): A small domestic enclave situated in the middle of Cringlewic Woods and bordering Oxwold Overy Estate.


Oxwold Overy Estate: A large shooting estate owned by an unmentioned character.


Cranberry Farmhouse: The country home of the Brewster family; a late-eighteenth-century farmhouse, complete with an ancient Aga, large attic and cellar rooms.


Wellingborough House: A handsome Georgian house in Pepperbridge belonging to Charles and Augusta Papplewick, having been in the Papplewick family for several generations.
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Prologue


The final straw was an argument over a parking space. It had been an otherwise normal and unassuming weekday morning in the life of a busy family of five, bar the fact that, on that particular day, both Daphne and James had been able to drop the children off at the smart south London prep school (which they could no longer afford to pay the fees for) and were now sat alone in their battered old Volvo estate.


Life with young children seemed to be comprised of a series of lists filled with ways in which to fritter away money they didn’t have. The twins, Archie and Fynn, had reached the stage where everyone wanted to offer them ballet lessons, chess lessons, violin lessons and piano lessons – all at a price. The eldest child, Immy, seemed to have a museum excursion, a football tournament or a camping trip every other week – again, all at a price. What with that, the school fees, interest rates inflating the mortgage repayments, and scrambling to find the salary for a nanny who took great pleasure in reminding Daphne about the twins calling her ‘Mummy’ for months after Daphne returned to work, meant that negotiating the life of their apparent dreams based on two salaries stuck firmly in the ever-so-exciting-but-financially-unviable media industry was a near-impossible task.


The aim that morning had been to visit the bank on Streatham High Road together, to find out if there was any wiggle room on the mortgage repayments, in the hope of squeezing yet another unaffordable term or two of private schooling from their rapidly dwindling reserves. Once that box had been painfully ticked off – or not – Daphne and James would then go about their daily routines in offices situated at opposite sides of London, only to return when they were too exhausted and strung out to communicate with any semblance of civility or grace – except perhaps towards a bottle of cheap supermarket wine. In that respect, this unfamiliar coming together on a weekday morning felt like a snatched and illicit date.


Having chatted comfortably during the slow traffic along Thurlow Park Road, it had all seemed pretty straightforward until the inevitable circle round the back streets to find a parking space close enough to the main road to warrant not simply driving back home again and walking up to the bank on foot. With increasing impatience, they had driven up and down, across and back again, until the amiable chatter descended into tense silence.


James, the less aggressive driver of the two (in Daphne’s humble opinion), had been moving at a slow and stealthy creep, hoping not to scare off any potential departures into stubbornly taking more time to leave. It was a regular sport in built-up areas such as these just off the South Circular. In an otherwise mundane life, you were forced to take your small wins where you could find them, and hogging a parking space for no other reason than bloody-mindedness seemed high up on the scale.


Daphne had seen the space first. The golden ticket, the pathway to parking nirvana. An empty space on a quiet and narrow back road situated perpendicular to the bank. It was as though the parking gods on Mount Olympus had blessed them – Caerus maybe – the god tasked at bringing about all that is convenient in the moment? Ha, Daphne acknowledged wryly – the exorbitant school fees had brought about that little nugget of information, if nothing else . . . ‘THERE!!!’ she had screeched, shattering the silence, while she simultaneously jabbed and pointed her finger towards the space, her voice repeating the word with a guttural urgency normally reserved for situations of great emergency. Quick to spy the direction of Daphne’s attention, James had slammed on the indicator and expertly turned the steering wheel, about to glide effortlessly into the awaiting sweet spot. The timing should have been perfect, the location was certainly ideal, and suddenly life – for a few minutes at least – seemed to be back on track.


In that short, sweet moment, all thoughts of overdue bills had left James’s mind. For a brief second or two, his increasingly tired, defeated façade, sallow skin and dark circles – all results of editing news programmes throughout the night and minimal weekday hours spent in daylight – were momentarily aglow as he steered the car towards his first and possibly only small win for the day. His eyes were focused directly on the prize, and the prize was only two car lengths away with zero obstacles in its path. He could sense Daphne straining against her seatbelt, willing them towards the empty parking space. It was a done deal. He was her knight in shining armour, her Lancelot, hell – he was Lewis Hamil—


‘NOOOOOooooooo!!!!’


He heard the rage in Daphne’s voice before he spotted the other car. It took a moment for him to comprehend the fact that his wife was practically hanging out of the Volvo, mouth furiously distorted and angrily agape, shouting a fury of expletives. It was then that he realised the object of her rage was a group of men in a battered white Vauxhall Astra GTE that had driven in from the high road and headed towards ‘their’ parking space without hesitation. The car bonnets were now seconds from touching, engines revving from opposite sides of the space.


James could tell that his wife – a born-and-bred south Londoner who had only recently begun taking self-defence lessons after a spate of local muggings – had designated herself to take charge of the situation, and before he could hold her back, she was out of the vehicle explaining, in no uncertain terms, why the group of youths needed to reverse their car out. It was a tense stand-off that probably only lasted a few seconds – but to James, at least, those seconds had felt like hours. Daphne’s hands were resting on the bonnet of the other car as she leaned towards its windscreen, proving she meant business, and stared directly into the driver’s eyes. She was an immaculately presented thirty-something Black woman with her hair in a low ponytail, a flick of jet-black eyeliner accentuating her deep brown eyes, crimson red lipstick, dressed in kitten heels that needed reheeling and a sample-sale Prada skirt. The type of woman who had been brought up to never complain about her lot and had been conditioned to be quietly polite at all times thanks to her education at an all-girls convent school. She was a woman for whom it came naturally to open doors for the elderly, to enquire about everyone else’s wellbeing before looking after her own, and certainly never to show emotion – particularly anger – in public. Today, however, she was a woman who was at the end of her tether. A woman pulled in all directions: exhausted, beleaguered, working a full-time job that seeped its tendrils insidiously into her evenings, weekends and holidays, affording her limited time or concentration to extend to her three young children, let alone her husband or that elusive ‘me time’ that she saw plastered across the pages of the very magazine where she herself worked. As Daphne’s hands curled into a furious grip on the car bonnet, her defiance was clearly now far more than a matter of a parking space. It was a matter of personal pride, honour and justice. She was the mouse that had decided to roar . . .


James sat immobilised and in awe, watching his unflinching wife in the midst of her standoff. Not for the first time, he admired her strength, her sass and her conviction. There were not many women in the world who would have been so unbending in the face of such a motley group of youths at 9 a.m. on a Tuesday morning just off the South Circular . . .


And then, all at once, it was over. The offending car reversed out of the space and, moving speedily and erratically, eventually double-parked on the other side of the road. Daphne turned triumphantly and, at her cue, James slipped quickly into the space – thanking God that he had managed to make it a smooth manoeuvre. What crushing indignity it would have been to have won the battle, only to mess it up with a forty-two-point turn . . .


Daphne returned to the passenger seat, her eyes alert and her skin flushed. She needed a few minutes to collect herself; her breath was heavy, and her chest moved fast. They watched silently while three of the four youths exited the car opposite them and headed towards the high road. They were all big and burly, and each of them could have taken Daphne down with a quick flick of the hand.


After a few moments of loaded silence, Daphne and James finally turned to face each other. There was a second more of calm before they both burst out laughing.


‘Well, Daphne Brewster,’ said James, ‘they really hadn’t reckoned for butting heads with you this morning!’


Daphne smiled wryly. As she had slowly calmed down, she realised how often she was on edge these days. It hadn’t taken much for her to launch headstrong into the confrontation; it had been instinctive. A rage-fuelled, fiery response burning within her. An automatic defence against the anger and frustration that she continually felt with her life. Last week she had told off, without hesitation, a group of foul-mouthed and raucous teenagers for not standing when an elderly lady had needed a seat on the bus. She had also recently chased down a neighbour’s au pair for not collecting his dog’s poop – the dog that he was so obviously begrudgingly forced to walk. The rage that she could not reveal at work was slowly bleeding into an uncontrollable urge to right the wrongdoings she witnessed on a daily basis. She despised bullies and was intuitively on the side of the underdog, but this increasingly reckless behaviour was getting too much. She was close to burnout, and she could feel it . . . In fact, they both were. Something had to give, and she feared, at that precise moment, that it might be her sanity.


They had been about to exit the car when the three lads returned – however, this time, they stampeded back around the corner with balaclavas over their heads. They crossed directly in front of the Volvo as Daphne and James sat watching open-mouthed. As if in slow motion, the last of the three turned to stare momentarily at Daphne. Their eyes locked for a split second – the split second immediately after she had registered the sawn-off shotgun gripped in his hand. It was the first time in her life she had seen a real gun. In that moment, as their eyes met, he communicated to Daphne that she’d had a lucky escape. That morning there had been far more important business at hand than the fight for a convenient parking spot – or perhaps her ‘brave’ little attempt at standing her ground might not have ended so well.


The car opposite, which they now realised had kept its motor running, sped off down the road with all four boys safely inside, just as a heavy-footed, out-of-breath security guard belatedly rounded the corner. His face was red from puffing, coughing and spluttering, his ill-fitting uniform strained against his stomach, and his arm was held aloft as if waving the robbers off. He stopped in front of the Volvo before violently expelling the contents of his stomach onto the pavement next to them. The sound of multiple sirens followed shortly afterwards.


They sat in shock for a few minutes before Daphne turned to James and muttered the fateful words that would set off a chain reaction of change in their lives.


‘James, darling. I think it’s time we left London.’
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Chapter 1


Silence.


It was the thing that Daphne had claimed she’d wanted most, yet perhaps it was the one change that left her feeling the most unnerved and slightly . . . discombobulated? Was that the word?


They say be careful what you wish for, she thought as she tucked a stray curl back into the silk scarf that kept her shoulder-length black hair from tangling during the night. Who ‘they’ were she hadn’t a clue, but still – ‘they’ were infuriatingly right. Silence kept her up at night. Silence made her wake up early in the morning. The silence was unsettling – frustratingly so. The nights at their new home of Cranberry Farmhouse were proving to be too eerily quiet for a city girl, it seemed. A tad too still. A smidgen too calm. Where was the muffled sound of distant drunken chatter as the pubs closed? Where were the sirens or the traffic noise that they’d complained about for so many years? The constant and familiar backdrop to city living that had contributed to their original desire to move to the country . . .


Now that Daphne had the peace and quiet she’d thought she craved, she was left wide awake by the ‘loudness’ of it all as it dominated her mind during the nocturnal hours usually reserved for sleep. She’d read far too many novels, seen far too many bad movies (and a few rather good Netflix series) not to be occasionally compelled to strain to hear . . . what? A scream? An unexplained scratching at the three-hundred-year-old bedroom door? She chuckled wryly to herself as she lay in bed – at least her sense of humour was still intact, even if it had taken a darker turn.


James lay deep in slumber, breathing quietly next to her and, for the first time ever, she wished that he was a snorer. She wished that he would make a substantial enough amount of noise to justify her wide-awake state and give her something to focus on. Pushing him onto his side with an angry and self-righteous ‘harrumph’ would be better than the limbo of listening to the nothingness and staring at the ceiling in the dark, as fathomless and stygian as the still night air around her. The house didn’t even creak. Weren’t old houses supposed to creak and groan when there was nothing else to cloak their movement? An ex-neighbour ‘friend’ of hers, having looked (uninvited) at the estate agent’s write-up of Cranberry Farmhouse prior to the move, had asked Daphne whether the house was haunted . . . But try as she might, Daphne had sensed nothing out of the ordinary during their three viewings. Just a quiet sense of calm, as though the house had felt satisfied and relieved to be filled with people, movement and voices once more.


Suddenly jolted out of her thoughts, Daphne’s body stiffened. She perked up and strained her ears – was that a sound she had just heard? Perhaps a fox or a cat? (Although weren’t foxes now the preserve of urban gardens? She had yet to see one beyond the occasional flattened roadkill since arriving in Norfolk – and even then it was more often deer than foxes that littered the long stretches of rural lanes.) Or perhaps the sound had been distant footsteps crunching along the gravel . . . ? Daphne instantly regretted her earlier cavalier attitude towards the nocturnal quiet. Silence was far preferable to the menacing sound of unknown footsteps . . .


Then more identifiable sounds came to shift the mood once more. Starting with a chirp here and a chirp there, followed by a steady build-up to a symphonic cacophony of birds. She could even hear the pigeons scratching on the roof or – heaven forbid – were they inside the roof? Regardless, the spell had been broken. Dawn had arrived; slivers of light had begun to slip through the solid Georgian shutters. Soon she would hear the occasional car in the distance, and perhaps the deep rumbling of a tractor motor.


Despite the jumpy start, these early morning sounds – and their timings – were slowly becoming familiar to her. Within a few moments, she knew that James would start to shift and then turn over, subconsciously hearing the same distant noises from deep within his slumber. It was often at that precise moment that she would start to feel the slow grasp of sleep drawing her in at last. Oh, the irony of falling asleep just as everyone else was wakin—


‘Mummmmy!!!’ She bolted upright with a start. The bedclothes next to her were still warm and rumpled but empty, and she could hear the shower spluttering, pipes clanking and rumbling down the hall. She could tell from the exact pitch and volume of her daughter Immy’s whine that this was at least the third or fourth attempt to caterwaul their mother out of bed. What was that she’d been thinking about not wanting silence? she mused as she climbed out of bed.


Their new morning routine was becoming familiar and even quite pleasurable in its predictability to the Brewster family. James would descend downstairs first to let Byron out. The poetically named Byron was the newest member of the family – a long-haired and characterful miniature dachshund presented as a moving school sweetener for the children, but now admittedly more Daphne’s constant companion than the children’s. James would then prepare the children’s breakfast, while Daphne searched for various bits of forgotten sports kit, plaited one set of pigtails and reminded her twin sons to pull a comb through their tightly coiled hair. The children had taken to country life like ducks to water. Eight-year-old Immy, with her deep brown eyes that echoed her mother’s, long and wavy golden-brown hair always plaited into two ‘Pippi Longstocking’-style pigtails, and an insistence on wearing a neatly tied bow at each end, was thankfully as happy running through muddy fields and climbing trees in overgrown woodland as she had been rampaging in tarmacked urban playgrounds. Meanwhile, five-year-old identical twins Archie and Fynn, with their cherubic chocolate curls framing cheekily freckled noses and inquisitively fox-like hazel eyes that appeared to turn a dark shade of green depending on the level of mischief being concealed at any one time, were as happy as pigs in mud with the amount of space they now had to wreak good-natured havoc in. In fact, Daphne thought, they often came home looking far more unkempt than pigs in mud after their numerous excursions into the local fields with their older sister searching for interesting looking bugs and sticks to build dens with, but from the joy hidden beneath their mud-smeared faces, Daphne was happy to indulge the trio in their free-range adventures.


After breakfast and a few false starts to gather sports socks and homework, and indulge a treat-hunting Byron, the three Brewster children would follow their mother out towards Aggie, the light blue vintage Austin Morris Traveller parked next to the old cart shed that was supposed to store wood for the log burner but was invariably empty. There the gangly legged threesome – chattering excitedly while balancing various schoolbooks and projects – would stand impatiently kicking at the gravel, or each other, while Daphne opened the five-bar gate, shouting strict instructions to keep a tight hold on Byron’s lead as she did so.


It was usually at this point that their closest neighbour, the elderly Doctor Ptolemy Oates, would, upon hearing the crunch of gravel, be exiting his own house and walking towards his own car in perfectly timed synchronicity with his neighbours. Today, true to form, she could just hear the click of his front door and the gravelly plod of his footsteps as he neared the gate.


The first time it happened, Daphne had felt that the seemingly coincidental timing of their meeting had been simply a polite excuse for their new neighbour to introduce himself. The third time, she wondered whether he might be lonely, as it seemed that he had been waiting to pounce on their imminent departure. By their fourth week at Cranberry Farmhouse, Daphne fully expected to see the ruddy-veined but jolly face of the bumbling doctor as she hitched back the gate every morning. It was another ritual that she had become used to – even allowing a few extra minutes for their daily chats. Despite the potential for their new neighbour to become a nuisance, Daphne didn’t mind their morning conversations. Doctor Oates was cheerful and easy-going, and often rather witty. He was also incredibly well informed about the local area, having lived there for most of his life. She enjoyed his stories about the historical significance of the village, Pudding Corner, and the nearby woodland of Cringlewic Heath, which were both mentioned in the Domesday Book in 1086, he had told her. The stories that really piqued her interest during these daily musings were those about the village’s connections to witchcraft. The area had suffered greatly at the hands of the infamous Matthew Hopkins – the self-appointed Witchfinder General who had terrorised the whole of East Anglia in the seventeenth century. Hopkins had found rich pickings in the villages just south of King’s Lynn, where Pudding Corner was located, and rumours of witches’ covens, banes, curses and middle-of-the-night sabbat rituals had remained part of local folklore ever since.


Their burgeoning and unconventional friendship had initially surprised Daphne, to say the least. Back in London, she had hardly known the names of her neighbours, and they had lived right next to each other – sharing a party wall in their Victorian semi-detached house for over seven years. Life in London had been far too hectic for morning chats over the garden gate. The rush to catch the train, Tube or bus, or deliver one or all three children to various parts of south London while still managing to arrive at work on time and unflustered was precision timed to perfection, not leaving a moment for pause or friendly banter. Daphne had been determined that her family’s new life in Pudding Corner would be different. A more immersive life, with a sense of belonging. A life where they truly knew their community and integrated fully into it. Of course, there was also the fact that Doctor Ptolemy Oates usually brought along a box of homegrown vegetables to proffer with his chat. That, she had to admit, helped a lot. This morning his hands were filled with a box loaded with frost-tolerant Swiss chard and purple sprouting broccoli.


‘You have convinced me to get stuck into my own vegetable patch, Doctor Oates,’ Daphne said as she eyed the doctor’s proffering gratefully. ‘But I’m absolutely clueless about how to start? The garden beds are already there – I think – but hidden somewhere underneath a mound of waist-height cow parsley and stinging nettles, unfortunately.’ She chuckled wryly, imagining the back-breaking task she had ahead of her to make the beds suitable for planting in again.


‘Well, young Daphne, I’m just your man. I know a thing or two about gardening, you know.’ The Doctor tapped the side of his nose knowingly, as if allowing Daphne in on a little-known secret. ‘My recommendation would be to embark on the ‘no dig’ method – far better than trying to clear the entire area, and far better for the soil in any case!’


‘How fascinating – “no dig”? I like the sound of that. In fact, anything that saves me time and still gives me perfect vegetables is a fabulous idea in my book. You are a fount of knowledge, Doctor Oates!’


‘It’s a pleasure my dear, but we must never be afraid of spending time on the things we love. Patience is a virtue – as is knowledge. “Our patience will achieve far more than our force”, after all, and you wouldn’t want to end up like those Oxytocin-injecting farmers!’


‘Oxytocin-injecting farmers, Doctor Oates?’ Daphne repeated, nonplussed.


‘Yes – nasty chemicals, to make them grow faster and bigger. It’s a terrible business. No patience for letting things grow at their own rate and in their own time. We must nurture and love from afar, and we will reap the benefits – wouldn’t you agree, Daphne?


Speaking of knowledge and patience, did you know about the priest hole at Oxburgh Hall? No? Remind me to show it to you one day. Fascinating thing. The poor martyrs would spend days, even weeks on end, holed up in there until it was safe. I think the National Trust will be opening it up again soon. Now, that is a great example of the virtues of time and patience . . .’


‘It’s a date, Doctor Oates!’


Having filed away Doctor Oates’s latest enthralling snippet of local history to be retold to James later, Daphne would then embark on the morning school run. The family had begun their new adventure at the start of the autumn term in September. Now, in the mild frost and low sun of early spring, having already spent their first admittedly rather haphazard but decidedly cosy Christmas in their new ‘old’ home, the drive to and from school, watching the seasons slowly evolve, was one of Daphne’s favourite parts of the day. The children loved being clasped into their seatbelts on the long back bench seat of Aggie the Traveller, giggling as they slid against each other along the timeworn leather, with Byron curled up happily in a decidedly fancy wicker car seat, taking pride of place up front with his nose pointed towards the passenger seat window. Wanting to encourage the children to take notice of the seasonally changing landscape, Daphne would eagerly point out the daily changes in the deciduous trees as they drove past, rallying the children into watching the slow progress of each one ‘reclothing’ itself with its spring foliage. The immense pleasure that she received from having found herself transported from south London’s bustling urban landscape to one of a picturesque set of sleepy adjoining villages in the English countryside never failed to astound her. The large expanse of fields between the ridiculously quaintly named Pudding Corner and the larger but no less charmingly named village of Pepperbridge caused her to delightedly catch her breath whenever she turned the ‘famous’ corner that indicated the edge of her village.


The corner itself consisted of a crescent-shaped row of medieval thatched cottages dating from the fifteenth century, each with a prominent curved bay window featuring diamond panes and a pudding-bowl-shaped thatch top beneath multiple decorative chimneys and larger thatched toppings of varying tiered roof lines shaped like curved helmets. It was like an image from a fairy tale: exquisitely quaint and impossibly picturesque. The curved row ended abruptly after six pudding-shaped houses, but not before leading the eye to an unobstructed view of the vast Norfolk sky above a sea of golden fields of wheat and corn. To Daphne, it was perfection.


They may have only been living in the area for a few months, but already the local sights – and the residents – were becoming fascinatingly familiar. As Daphne drove along this morning, she recalled the first time that she had read up about the two villages, having just completed the first viewing of their soon-to-be home.


‘The parish of Pepperbridge, which also covers the hamlet of Pudding Corner, is located in West Norfolk,’ she had read aloud to James as he navigated the free-flowing A11 on their way back towards the traffic-jammed enclaves of London. ‘Roughly equidistant between the better-known market towns of Oxwold Overy and Belchley . . . ’ she continued.


‘Oh, stop it!’ James had spluttered out loud, half laughing, half choking in disbelief. He gave Daphne a quick glance. ‘You’ve got to be joking. Belchley? As in belch? You can’t have Pudding, Pepper and Belch all in one area, surely?’


‘Well, Norfolk was once known as the “breadbasket of England”,’ Daphne had replied, ‘and we might be going to live in a Cranberry, so obviously delicious-sounding place names are a thing in these parts!’


For most of the way home, they had laughed at how the word ‘belch’ fitted into that theory, both sensing in unspoken acknowledgement that, despite their mirth, their future most likely lay in a place called ‘Pudding’ and a home called ‘Cranberry’.


A few months later, they had quickly settled into life in their late-eighteenth-century farmhouse at Pudding Corner with its pleasingly symmetrical Georgian façade, three sets of staircases, two concealed jib doors, large farmhouse kitchen complete with ancient Aga, larder and pantry, six generously sized bedrooms filled with squeaky, uneven floorboards and all surrounded by an acre of overgrown garden. There was also a large attic and a dark and ominous set of cellar rooms which Daphne had yet to properly investigate due to their lack of electricity beyond a certain point. In all it was an incredible change from their old London house and despite the ever-present threat of it turning into a bottomless money pit, they could still hardly believe their luck in managing to acquire it.


Meanwhile the children’s school was located a mile or two away, in Pepperbridge. The school had been the final egg in the colloquial pudding of their grand decision to leave London. Having been reassured by the outstanding Ofsted report, they had been both pleasantly surprised and quietly nervous to find that the village school consisted of only 102 students, four classrooms and the grand total of four full-time teachers, plus an extremely dedicated headmaster, Mr Papplewick, and several support staff. It was a far cry from the large, multi-cultural West Dulwich prep school that the children had departed. The thought of dropping three children of proudly mixed heritage, all with beautifully brown skin, into an almost exclusively Caucasian environment had not been an easy decision. What if they were called names? What if they were made to feel ‘othered’? Was her own need to escape the rat race more important than her children’s need for visible representation? Would she be enough? How could she ensure that they didn’t lose their pride and uncensored joy in who they were and how they presented? James, as a blond and blue-eyed white male, may have been sympathetic to her fears, but in the end, they both knew that it would fall to Daphne to take the lead when it came to the final decision. It had been a conundrum indeed, but one where Daphne’s instinctive desire to see the best in people, combined with her appetite for adventure, had been the frontrunner in the decision-making process. Her children would be an asset to any school community, she thought indulgently, with a huge dose of maternal pride. For Daphne – wishful thinking or not – there was also a distinct charm attached to the idea of the children experiencing an ‘old-fashioned’ school environment where everybody knew each other by name and the community was small, safe and compact. In fact, the entire area felt rather like stepping into the mythical and mist-enclosed village of Brigadoon on the one day of its annual appearance.


The local newsletter, known as the Village Pump, described Pepperbridge as ‘a bustling village boasting an array of interesting independent shops’, which in reality numbered only four that were vaguely useful, if one included the post office. There was an old-fashioned butcher’s; a hardware and ironmonger’s that randomly sold floor tiles and swept chimneys; and a convenience store which could inconveniently be closed at any time of day depending on how ‘fatigued’ its owner, Nancy Warburton, and her sister, Patsy, felt at the time. A few doors up from the ‘convenience’ store was an attractive but empty double-fronted shop with bullseye windows and a sloping door – it was unclear what it had been before closing down, but Daphne had walked past it many times since her arrival, feeling from the first sighting that it would make the perfect premises for a creative little business of her own. There was also an artist who sold hand-painted pottery and local souvenirs on the corner of School Lane – one of at least two ‘shops’ which were operated out of ‘converted’ front sitting rooms. There were two pubs – the Bullseye Inn and the Harvest Moon – which sat at either end of the village; a local takeaway which comfortably straddled the cuisines of two continents – fish and chips and Chinese food – thanks to a rather fortuitous love match cemented at a catering college in Milton Keynes; a modern post office (the original post office was now a very attractive period home); a sports and social club that hosted Brownies and Cubs on a Thursday evening; and Egg & Cress, ‘one of the finest tea rooms in the area’ according to its owner and self-appointed village hairdresser, Cressida Lovell. There was also a lovely garden centre and farm shop just on the outskirts of Pudding Corner, and various villagers kept honesty boxes next to wooden carts and egg hutches, filled with allotment or garden produce to take as one wished. It was all very civilised.


What Pudding Corner lacked in amenities, it made up for in beautiful stone and flint cottages dating back hundreds of years, a plethora of stunning Georgian architecture and a smattering of tall Victorian Gothic houses that leaned imposingly and precariously over the narrow pavements of the high street. It was a charming village – in fact, Pudding Corner and Pepperbridge were both charming villages, with a mild and gentle rivalry between them which only really appeared during bowls tournaments.


Today, as Daphne drove her car slowly through the winding village streets towards School Lane, she spotted the distinctively impatient trot of her new ‘friend’, Marianne Forbes, a few hundred yards ahead of her on the pavement. Daphne was still in two minds about Marianne. As a fellow ex-Londoner, Marianne had latched on to Daphne immediately upon their first meeting, which had been rather reassuring and flattering initially, but had since increasingly felt like a friendship of convenience – with almost all of the convenience tilted heavily in Marianne’s favour. The friendship was more of a ‘Darling, I’m so sorry to ask, but would you mind picking the children up from school for me and dropping them home? No wait, I’ll pick them up from yours, darling.’ Which inevitably meant that Daphne would end up giving Marianne’s children their supper along with hers, while Marianne finished whatever hair appointment or afternoon coffee date (that would inevitably turn into early-evening wine) she had organised.


In Marianne’s defence, she had given Daphne the opportunity to try out a new and spontaneously born career. Thanks to Marianne’s initial encouragement, in three short months of village life, Daphne had not only become known to the parish as ‘The Vintage Lady’, but had also found the perfect reason to take up residency in the little double fronted shop that she had so admired. Becoming The Vintage Lady had been unexpectedly swift and had taken a huge leap of faith. It seemed that the people of Pepperbridge and Pudding Corner liked to attribute ‘labels’ to everyone in the villages – especially when it came to newcomers, whose real names needed to be seasoned for at least a year or two before being cemented into the consciousness of locals.


Daphne had been standing in line at the Pepperbridge post office when she’d an epiphany. Despite the small queue, the slow crawl to the front desk had her next to the village noticeboard, and it was while she was absentmindedly reading some of the more interesting notices – lost cat with three legs, greenhouse for sale (collection only), that sort of thing – that she had decided to take the plunge and put up a notice of her own. Knowing from experience that hesitation brought with it self-doubt, and there was no time like the present, she had grabbed a pack of lined cards from a wire rack and fished a pen out from her handbag. In large, looped handwriting she scrawled: Painted and vintage furniture for sale, decorative antiques and kitchenalia – design consultations and commissions available. Please call Daphne on Tel: 204 598.


She had just pinned it up, and was having second thoughts, when a clipped voice bellowed behind her, ‘You paint furniture? Like all of that shabby-chic yumminess? How fabulous! It’s about time we escaped the tyranny of the Swedish flatpack in this area. I have six dining chairs that need a good going over. Inherited them from my mother-in-law and they’re ghastly. Do you use Annie Sloan paint? I hear she’s all the rage. Anyway, here’s my address. I’ve seen you at the school gates, haven’t I? If you can pop by after two p.m. on Saturday to give a quote, that would be marvellous.’ And then Marianne was gone.


Marianne had moved to Pudding Corner with her husband and two children, going from a reasonably modest two-bedroom maisonette in Fulham, London to a tall and sprawling Georgian house that made up a large section along the village’s main street. When asked why such an obviously sociable urbanite such as Marianne had found herself in such a rural part of Norfolk – and not the smarter, more ‘sophisticated’ shores of North Norfolk (aka Chelsea-on-Sea) – she adopted the typical estate agency speak of her husband, proclaiming that there was ‘so much more bang for your buck on this side of the “Fork”!’ In truth, faced with the reality that she could not keep up with her old school and university chums and afford to put their children through the private-school system in London or North Norfolk on their combined salaries, Marianne had done the next best thing: looked for the best-looking house in a cheaper area.


Marianne had been born into a life of upper middle-class privilege and had thoroughly expected to keep it up through either a large inheritance or a profitable marriage. Alas, for her, neither assumption had been forthcoming. Her husband had been born into privilege but had a rather more cavalier approach to where the money for such a privileged lifestyle came from. Timothy had spent most of his thirties feeling bewildered yet accepting and then, unlike his wife, he had finally come to terms with his displacement on the social ladder. One day he had been a confident twenty-something with wealthy parents to fall back on, swish holidays and a bright – if unambitious – future bankrolled by Mummy and Daddy . . . The next, Mummy had tragically and unexpectedly died after a short illness, and a panicked Daddy had swiftly remarried, leaving Timothy to become a nonplussed man-boy reeling from the realisation that money didn’t actually grow on trees. Even worse was the realisation that it certainly could no longer be harvested from the trees in the grounds of his father’s Hampshire estate where his new wife – of similar age to Timothy, and now with two tiny Tims of her own – guarded the leaves fiercely.


For Timothy, meeting Marianne had been a lifesaver. She was posh, she was dynamic and, more importantly, she owned her own flat in west London’s Fulham. What had started out as a perfect match was now a not-so-comfortable alliance of two posh people with little hard cash between them, living in a beautiful-but-crumbling old house in rural Norfolk. Both were determined to keep up the façade of a lifestyle that they could no longer afford, with the biggest bone of contention being their children’s schooling. Marianne was prepared to accept temporary defeat during their primary school years. After all, a sweet little village school could be attributed to English eccentricity – didn’t Sir Paul McCartney send his children to village schools? However, it was the next stage that scared her witless. She wanted – no, needed – her children to attend the famous private school in nearby Cambridgeshire. It was placed firmly in the centre of her vision board – and what Marianne wanted, Marianne was determined to get. For this particular manifestation, however, her children would need a scholarship in the place of ready money, and an excellent referral from their current headmaster, Mr Charles Papplewick. But there lay the rub . . .


Charles Papplewick was an amiable enough fellow who spent most of his spare time tending to his prized Red Acre cabbages at the local village allotment when he wasn’t working; but he wasn’t the real problem. The very real problem – or rather – everyone’s problem, was Charles’s tyrannical wife, Augusta.


Augusta Papplewick ruled the roost in Pudding Corner and Pepperbridge. An athletic and intelligent woman in her late sixties, Augusta was the head of the PTA and the WI, on the board of school governors, on the parish council, Akela and Eagle Owl, and sometimes secretary (in name only, of course, to make sure that he was on the right track) to the local council representative. With her own private income thanks to her dear departed father’s early property investments and subsequently dodgy reputation as an exploitative private landlord in 1970s Derbyshire, she’d had a lifetime’s ‘career’ as the headmaster’s wife and general patroness of Pepperbridge parish. Augusta had always been, and would always be, the sticking point for anyone’s hope to progress through the school or social systems. Among her many roles, Augusta’s favourite was unofficial gatekeeper to the integrity of the parish – which in broad terms meant that she saw herself as judge and jury. To everyone.


Marianne had complained to Daphne on several occasions that if only the ridiculously fair and morally unbending Mr Papplewick could escape the lure of his bloody red cabbages, or the shackles of his bitter wife, and succumb to the not-so-subtle flirtations of Marianne, then all would be fine with this world. If she could circumvent the beady eyes of the wife and persuade the headmaster with her ‘blatant and irresistible upper-class charm’, then perhaps she could convince him to help her get them out of this dead-end village. Lord knew that her own husband wasn’t doing anything significant to advance them . . .


However, Charles Papplewick, it seemed, was a man of unflappable integrity, and Augusta Papplewick didn’t take kindly to anyone whom she felt was trying to get above their station – least of all newcomers who laughed too loudly in the company of her loyal husband. Marianne and her husband Timothy, for all their fake smiles, long vowels and faux joviality, would be classed as newcomers for at least another decade, and smug newcomers didn’t get assistance – not if Augusta had anything to do with it.


Back on the school run, Daphne had found a place to park swiftly – with thankfully no backed-up London South Circular traffic or altercations with armed robbers necessary. She was now slowly – very slowly in fact – making her way towards the school gates having lingered for a while pretending to sort the children out as all three had taken turns to cuddle the dog before climbing out from the back seat of the car. Inwardly, Daphne was equally as relieved to see all three of them chomping at the bit to get to their friends in the playground as she was annoyed by their urgency to hurry along when she was attempting to avoid Marianne this morning; she really wasn’t in the mood to hear another diatribe about the ‘weak’ headmaster and his wife’s ‘obvious lack of judgement’. It was bad enough listening to Marianne moan about her own apparently financially deficient husband, but most of her vitriol these days was towards their soon-to-be retiring headmaster. ‘I could bloody well kill him!’ she’d muttered dramatically under her breath on more than one occasion. ‘It’s just one measly letter of recommendation, simply marking up a grade or two. Would it hurt to write one good report?’


Daphne walked through the arched school gate, a small boy swinging and dragging her along on each arm, with Immy the eldest having run off towards her friends almost as soon as she had left the car. The picturesque little village primary school had been built in 1843 by the local landowner or ‘lord of the manor’ for the children of his estate workers – although many at the time suspected it had been built specifically for the children of his many mistresses, since his attention to the architectural beauty of the building and lifelong patronage of the school had gone over and beyond for the norms of the time. The schoolhouse itself and the quaint belltower that sat atop it were now Grade 2 listed, and Daphne secretly felt that the entire set of buildings looked like a scene from a Hollywood adaptation of a Charles Dickens novel.


She headed straight through a closed off white-picket-fenced area to the reception class’s garden and deposited her youngest two children there before turning around to quickly scan where Marianne was in order to make a swift escape. She contemplated leaving before the bell had been rung, or at least waiting to see the children disappear into their classrooms from the other side of the school fence, when Immy walked up to her with another child in tow. The little boy was of similar age to her daughter, and Daphne had seen them playing together before. His hair was long and tangled, his clothes looked too big – his jumper was most likely (and rather skilfully, Daphne noted) hand knitted, but was made for a much larger child, and through the endearing scruffiness she could see that his eyes were large, bright and sparkling with intelligence. He had the longest eyelashes and the narrowest face of any child she’d ever seen – in fact, he resembled a little elf.


‘Mummy, this is Silver,’ Immy introduced her new friend.


‘Silver? Do you mean Sullivan?’ she asked her daughter, then turned inquisitively to the friend.


‘No,’ the little boy said in a surprisingly serious and steady voice. ‘My name is Silvanus. It means “god of the forest”.’


‘Well, it’s very nice to meet you Silvanus, god of the forest,’ she said with a smile.


The bell had rung, kisses had been blown and Daphne was making her way quickly to her car with great relief at not being spotted. She was intending to drive on to the large supermarket in Oxwold Overy to collect some paintbrushes for a recent sideboard commission.


‘What on earth were you doing talking to that boy?’ bellowed Marianne, seemingly out of nowhere, her perfectly coiffed blonde bob flowing away from her face, obviously having hightailed it straight after Daphne. Marianne had the look of the type of woman who took great pride in being compared to the late Princess Diana – even though the similarity was fleeting. Expensively highlighted hair, a shimmery pink lipstick that was best suited to the Sloaney heyday of the 1980s, with her upturned shirt collar, peg-legged chinos and single strand of pearls completing her unintentionally trending retro look.


‘Goodness, Marianne, you startled me! What boy?’ Daphne was playing for time while she fumbled in her handbag for her keys. She knew exactly which boy but could tell that the conversation was going to immediately turn into a rant.


‘The boy that Immy was talking to, of course! Don’t encourage them, and certainly don’t let Immy play with him.’ Marianne gesticulated animatedly, wagging her finger towards Daphne in a dictatorial way that made Daphne arch her eyebrow.


‘Why ever not – he’s just a little boy?’ she murmured quietly, restraining herself from flicking Marianne’s still wagging finger away as it grew closer to her face.


‘Don’t you know? It’s a group of them. A commune or a cult or something. They’re oddballs. They live in the woods just outside Pepperbridge – in caravans or huts, I think. No running water at all, except for the river. Apparently, they think they’re witches. Nutters, the lot of them – I’ve seen the mother hovering around the gates. It’s probably the one thing that Augusta Papplewick and I agree on – she can’t bear them either – they’re bad news for the community. Just think of the property prices if it looks as though we have travellers nearby!’


Daphne looked Marianne squarely in the face. For the first time, she acknowledged to herself that she didn’t particularly like this woman.


‘He’s just a child, Marianne. I doubt that they think they’re witches . . . and I need to go home to paint.’
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