
 



CHAPTER 1

Jane Swallow freewheeled down the main street of Lesser 
Wallop. Her bicycle wheels whizzed into the breeze that tugged 
strands of dark hair loose from under her hat. A messenger bag 
bumped against her hip, and her spectacles misted up in the light 
mizzle of rain. A few passers-by raised a hand in greeting, but 
she’d barely time to nod an acknowledgement before she flew 
past. She should have been at the office five minutes ago, and 
Colin did not like to be kept waiting.

As she hopped off her bicycle, before the wheels stopped 
spinning, gravel cascaded around her feet. Hastily, she propped 
the bike against the red brick wall, barrelled through the door, and 
hurled her hat and coat onto a nearby bench.

“Colin.” She burst into her tiny office. “How are you? Sorry 
I’m late.” She ran her fingers through her mussed hair, accepting 
it was going to stand on end no matter what she did.

Colin Harper turned slowly from the window. No doubt 
he’d witnessed her scattered arrival. His hands were deep in his 
pockets, and he looked relatively relaxed until Jane noticed the 
sour set of his mouth. Colin was a handsome man with a moody 
face, and the mood was always sullen.

“Yes. Well. Nothing we can do about that now,” he said, 
glancing pointedly at the wall clock. “I have another appointment 
at half past, so I’ll keep this brief. I think it’s safe to assume that 
now that we have a publicity officer, this year’s festival will 
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probably be much bigger. So I suggest we move it to the High 
Wallop cricket field. We’ve better facilities up there.”

Jane was prepared for this. Colin tried to hijack the Beer and 
Cheese Festival for High Wallop every year. Some attempts were 
clumsier than others. This was a clumsy year. “He’s not really a 
publicity officer, Colin. More like a travel writer passing through 
who owes the Bishop a favour—”

“Hardly passing through. I heard he was settling in here for 
the foreseeable.” Colin spoke over her as usual. “Bishop Hegarty 
has bent over backwards for this. It’s a coup for The Wallops to 
get this sort of exposure. We need all the tourism we can get, and 
the festival is our best chance to drag people in. This guy writes 
for the national newspapers. We’ll be inundated with visitors, so 
we need more space, Jane. Surely even you can see that?”

Jane tried not to bristle. “I think you’re being a little overly 
optimistic. The festival has been hosted on the village green in 
Lesser Wallop since medieval times. I’m surprised at you, of all 
people, wanting to overthrow tradition when we don’t have any 
actual numbers to work with. We’ve not even printed the tickets 
yet.”

“So you agree then, it depends on the sales figures, and we’ll 
review when we hit, say, 500 sales?” His trap was none too subtle.

“No,” she said evenly. “If we sell tons of tickets, then we’ll 
have to extend the budget for facilities in Lesser Wallop. This is 
where the festival has been held for over 700 years, and I see no 
reason to change things now. If it was good enough for Edward 
III, then it’s good enough for us.”

There was a moment’s silence as both took stock. Colin’s lips 
thinned in disapproval, but the hands on the clock ushered him 
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towards the door. “I’m afraid I have to go. We’ll discuss this again 
later. Goodbye, Jane.” He left without waiting for her reply.

“Goodbye, Colin,” Jane called after him, exhaling deeply. Not 
the best way to start the day. Colin was a meddler and couldn’t 
let things be, always sniffing around for something to “improve” 
with his meticulous administrations. He saw himself as a genuine 
man of the Wallops, but the truth was, his main concern was 
always High Wallop. He would never stop machinating until he’d 
sneaked the Beer and Cheese Festival out of Lesser Wallop and up 
the valley onto his own home turf.

Her stomach rumbled. It was nine thirty in the morning, and 
she was meeting Wendy for coffee at the Potted Crab café. A 
quick rifle through the morning mail stacked on her desk, and 
she was through with the office. She preferred working from 
home anyway, and people always knew where to find her if she 
was needed. A perk of being the boss… Well, almost a perk. She 
stuffed the letters into her messenger bag, re-shouldered it, and 
was good to go.

The soft June rain was still falling as she pedalled back through 
the hedgerows to the village green. Wood anemones and mallow 
dotted the sides of the lane, and the air held the sharp, clean smell 
of wild garlic. She paused where the lane widened at the crossroads. 
Raindrops hung like tiny crystals from the four-fingered road sign 
that indicated Lesser Wallop was a half mile to the south. Twelve 
miles beyond, right down on the coast, lay Cross Quays, a small 
fishing port with a thriving town surrounding it. And behind her, 
three miles to the north, stood High Wallop at the crown of the 
Wallop valley. It was a quiet rural town once famous for its wool 
before foreign imports destroyed the market. And finally, there was 
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London, sixty-four miles northeast of everything. Jane wiped the 
mist from her glasses and smiled. She had come here from London, 
and it gave her the greatest happiness to be reminded of the distance 
between her and the capital.

She pushed onwards, leaving the lane and merging with the 
narrow road that was the main thoroughfare into the village. Fields 
soon gave way to houses with picket fences and well-maintained 
gardens, and then, around a gentle curve, the centre of Lesser 
Wallop opened up with its shops—a butcher, the grocers, the 
newsagent’s with its post office branch, two pubs, and a bakery. 
All were grouped around the village green and its pond, where 
mallards and call ducks splashed, quarrelled, and rattled the rush 
beds indignantly at each other. The smell of fresh bread wafted 
from the bakery, and the door of the Potted Crab tinkled as someone 
pushed into the warmth of the café. Jane’s spirit lifted. What she 
needed was a spot of brunch and a chat with a very good friend.

“…and we found it in the fruit bowl.”
“So it wasn’t a mugging after all?” Jane asked.
Wendy fiddled with the salt cellar. “No. Seems she got 

confused with a CSI episode from the night before.”
“Wendy, does Mrs Ford need to see the doctor again?”
“I’ve had a word with her son. He’s coming down from Oxford 

to visit next weekend.”
“Okay. Maybe I’ll pop by and say hello. I haven’t seen Trevor 

in ages.”
“That’d be good.” Wendy picked a piece of lint off her 

uniform sleeve. “Because last time, she was seeing penguins in 
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the koi pond, but we blame the National Geographic channel for 
that.”

Their coffee and toasted sandwiches arrived. “Tuna?” the 
waitress asked.

Wendy raised a finger in acknowledgment.
“Here you are, PC Wendy. And the three cheeses must be 

yours.” Brenda set the plate before Jane.
“Thanks,” she said. But Brenda had already bustled away.
“It’s Police Community Support Officer Goodall when I’m on 

duty,” Wendy muttered huffily after Brenda. “PCSO Goodall, not 
PC Wendy. That sounds like a puppet show. People have no respect 
for me. It’s because I grew up here, isn’t it?”

“No. It’s because you fit right in, and they’re relaxed and 
happy around you—the best way for people to feel about an 
authority figure.”

Wendy considered this for a second and decided to be pleased. 
“Yeah. I am an authority figure.” Then her shoulders slumped into 
her usual slouched posture. “I just never thought police work 
could be so boring.” Wendy took a healthy bite, then puffed her 
cheeks to blow the heat out of her mouth. “God, this is molten. 
Gimmie your water. Gimmie, gimmie.” She lunged for Jane’s 
glass and gulped its contents down.

“You do this every time. Why don’t you ask for your own 
glass of water? Or eat slower?”

“I’m hungry.”
“So, Colin was badgering me about the festival again.” 

Jane nibbled the crunchy edges of her sandwich, waiting for the 
contents to cool a little.

Wendy rolled her eyes. “When will he just give up?”
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“Not until the festival is hosted by High Wallop and they 
erect a statue to him.”

“He wants everything up there. If he could, he’d shut down 
this village and march us all up the valley in a blink,” Wendy said.

“He thinks it’ll be a big event this year, as we have a sort of 
publicist.” Jane snorted.

“Publicist? I thought this guy was a writer, a mate of the 
Bishop’s?”

“That’s what I understood, but several times now Colin 
has stated there’ll be newspaper articles and travel guides and 
whatnots. That’s why his knickers are really in a twist this time. 
He thinks this will be a massive year for the festival, and he 
wants it all for himself up there.” Jane waved a finger at the top 
of the valley, to where the church spire and wet rooftops of High 
Wallop peeped through the mist.

“Maybe I should give him a traffic ticket. I’m sure I saw him 
driving while using his mobile phone the other day.”

“Wendy,” Jane admonished gently, “isn’t that an abuse of 
power? Something you were sworn not to do? Are you absolutely 
certain he was on his phone?”

“No.” Wendy’s face fell. “I was on my bike and couldn’t catch 
up to see him proper. Stupid bike. Why can’t I have a squad car 
with lights and sirens and everything? I’m toothless.”

Jane patted her hand. “It’s the cutbacks. One day you’ll get one. 
Not that you need it. You represent law and order in this valley, 
Wendy Goodall. Everyone respects you, even Colin Harper.”

Wendy stared glumly out the window.
“Are you prepped for the quiz tonight?” Jane changed the 

subject away from Wendy’s flagging career.
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“Amanda says she might be late. Her babysitter’s messing her 
around. And Moira’s gagging to know who your new neighbour is.”

They slipped easily into small talk while rain tapped against 
the Potted Crab’s window panes.

Jane cycled home to Rectory Row, glad of her waterproofs. 
The rain, while light, seemed never-ending. It had rained 
intermittently for two weeks now, and everyone was getting sick 
of it.

The lane up to her cottage was narrow, with barely enough 
room for a car to pass, which was nice for a bicycle owner but 
problematic for the other residents in the row of tiny cottages. 
They had to park wherever they could farther down the lane and 
lug all their shopping to their doorsteps by foot. Most of Jane’s 
neighbours were elderly, and she helped where she could, carrying 
bags of groceries and sometimes parcels from the post office.

She pedalled around to the rear of Rectory Row and followed 
the path past the back of all the other cottages to her own at the 
end. On one side of the pathway, she was hemmed in by rows 
of quaint country gardens brimful with flowers and vegetable 
patches and on the other side by the Sturry, a little stream that 
dilly-dallied around the outskirts of Lesser Wallop to finally join 
the Wallop River as it made its way down to Cross Quays and on 
out to sea.

Pushing open the gate, she wheeled her bike up the path, and 
stowed it away in the garden shed, promising herself to come and 
hose the mud off later. At the moment, all she wanted to do was 
get inside and switch the kettle on for a brew.
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“Hello, boy.” She peeled off her waterproofs on the kitchen 
doormat.

Whistlestop raised his long, woebegone greyhound face in 
greeting and stared at her with wise and thoughtful eyes. His whip 
of a tail slapped the lino twice before he lost interest and his head 
slumped back onto his bed.

“What have you been up to this morning, eh? Dreaming of 
rabbits, were you? Do you want to go out for a widdle? I’ll leave 
the door open for you, okay?”

He reviewed the weather conditions outside and yawned, then 
shuffled even closer to the radiator and curled into a tight ball.

“Okay. You had your chance.” Jane closed the door.
She was halfway through her second cup of tea when a 

mechanical rumble brought her to the kitchen window. Even 
Whistlestop raised his head for a split second before the effort 
was too much.

Jane hugged her tea cup to her chest and blatantly snooped. 
A small Bobcat digger had turned up, chugging up the back entry 
of Rectory Row, belching fumes and too much noise. A white 
tradesman van squeezed along behind it, snapping branches and 
cutting up the grass verges. Bill Gerrard & Son, Builders was 
emblazoned on its side in large red lettering. Jane’s heart sank.

The digger spun around violently, heaved itself onto the picket 
fence next door like a mating buffalo, and flattened it completely. 
The white wooden railings crushed to splinters in seconds. The 
bobcat drove over the dahlia bed, churning up muddy twin tracks, 
and pushed through onto the wet, overgrown lawn.

Poor dahlias. Jane absentmindedly sipped her tea. They had 
valiantly withstood a springtime of neglect and, despite a weed 
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invasion and early spring drought, had still managed to put on a 
colourful if slightly droopy display. Now they were squished to 
bits. John had loved his dahlias. He’d won prizes in the village fete 
for them. It hurt to see his flowerbeds ploughed into the mud, and 
John would have been appalled. Well, maybe not. If anything, he’d 
been a pragmatist. “Life goes on, m’dear.” That’s what he would 
say if he were looking down on all this mayhem from above.

Jane let the curtain drop. She’d seen enough. If she watched 
anymore, she’d become genuinely upset. One by one, the cottages 
on Rectory Row were losing their elderly tenants. The sweet little 
stone-built homes, once owned by the church, were soon snaffled 
up at exorbitant prices by wealthy Londoners looking for shrewd 
investments doubling as weekend getaways. Rectory Row had 
fifteen cottages, and only four were lived in all year round by 
long-term tenants. The others were only ever used for a few weeks 
here and there, especially in early July when Lesser Wallop held 
its festival. And now John was gone, and his cottage had been sold 
in a blink to some rich ignoramus who at this very moment was 
crushing the old chicken coop to matchsticks.

She wished the church could afford to hold onto the cottages 
and lease them out to its elderly parishioners. But the church 
needed money too, just like everyone else, and so the quaint little 
homes were being sold off one by one.

The kitchen clock said 11:22 a.m. Time to get some work 
done. Jane washed up her cup and moved on to her small study. 
She preferred it much more than the stuffy little office she’d 
met Colin in. Just stepping into the cool, cream-coloured room 
relaxed her and settled her mind into a different, more soothing 
trajectory. Rows of white bookshelves with exotic knick-knacks 
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from her various travels lined the walls. Her desk, with its open 
laptop, looked out over her small front garden, resplendent in 
its delphiniums and cape daisies, its bellflowers and foxgloves, 
and of course, her glorious roses. The petals shone like coloured 
gemstones under the soft patter of raindrops. With a last, lingering 
look at the swaying peonies, Jane settled down to work on her 
piece for The Rosarian gardening magazine. It was a relief to get 
lost in the colourful world of chinas, floribundas, and noisettes 
and, at least for the moment, forget the carnage next door.

At twelve fifteen, the drilling started—a deep, unpleasant 
whine that put Jane’s teeth on edge. The dull echo of the workmen’s 
voices carried through the adjoining wall, echoing in the empty 
rooms and bouncing off bare floorboards. They were installing a 
new kitchen, and it felt like the work was dragging on for weeks. 
She scowled but soon got lost in the petalled mysteries of the 
Rosa hybrida “Gruss an Aachen.”

Her lunch break brought a surprise. The Bobcat was still there 
but parked up out of the way, and the Gerrard & Son van stood 
at the bottom of next door’s garden. The van doors lay open, and 
three men sat in the back, out of the rain, where they could smoke 
and do little else. Bill Gerrard, Junior, the “& Son” part of the 
company, was in the mix, and Jane slunk outside for a quick chat 
over the hedge during a break in the rainfall.

“Bill,” she called. He dropped his cigarette butt and ground it 
into the decimated dahlias before ambling over.

“Hi, Jane.” Bill Jnr was a cheerful young man always glad of 
any distraction from actual work.

“What’s going on?” She nodded at the Bobcat. “Are you 
landscaping, then?” She looked around the pulverised garden, 
wondering that there hadn’t been something worth salvaging.
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“Hard standing for a garage,” Bill answered.
“A garage?” Jane was horrified. “It’s the first I’ve heard of it. 

When did permission for that go through?”
“Dunno.” Bill Jnr scratched the stubble on his chin. “Ask me 

dad. He’ll know.”
Bewildered, Jane looked along the leafy lane, bordered by 

picket-fenced gardens. Potting sheds, greenhouses, and bobbing 
banks of flowers swathed the back yards of Rectory Row. Birds sang 
and butterflies flitted around champion-sized marrows, onion beds, 
broad beans, and compost heaps. Willow trees swayed along the 
banks of the Sturry, their branches tickling the meandering water. 
Above them, the narrow, slightly crooked steeple of Saint Poe’s 
church rose, needle thin, towards the slowly brightening skies.

It was an idyll. A small part of rural Sussex that clung 
tenaciously to the last century—and maybe even the one before 
that. Ladies in crinolines twirling parasols could wander down 
this lane and pass milkmaids with yokes and wooden pails, and 
neither would not look out of place. It was a Constable painting, 
an Austen novel, a film set, and the new owner wanted to build a 
garage in the middle of all this bucolic loveliness?

“The Old Man will be along soon.” Bill spat indifferently onto 
the ground. “He’s coming with the Hi-Lift to rip out the trees.”

Jane’s gaze fixed on the beautiful trees in John’s garden. “The 
fruit trees?” She pointed out the small orchard of apples, cherries, 
and plum trees.

“And the willows, too.” Bill Jnr nodded at the banks of the 
Sturry, where a copse of willow hung dreaming over the stream. 
He didn’t look impressed at the amount of work coming his way. 
He was the antithesis of his hard-working father.
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“Who bought it? Do you know?” Jane felt her anxiety rise. The 
sale of the next-door cottage had completed several weeks ago. 
The new owner hadn’t even shown his face in the neighbourhood, 
and already he was tearing up the garden and decimating the 
willows? Bill Jnr shrugged. His interest was waning. She’d never 
known him to last long in any conversation unless it was about 
football. “Would your father know?” Bill Snr was much more 
switched on than his son.

Bill Jnr shrugged again and dropped a marked look at her 
teacup. When she didn’t offer to make him one, he strolled off. 
Jane was damned if she was going to provide drinks for him and 
his lazy workmates. She turned for the house just as Bill Snr 
arrived, closing her kitchen door on the earful Bill Jnr was getting 
for the lack of prep work he’d done in the time before the Hi-Lift’s 
arrival. Jane was more interested in the poor trees than the Gerrard 
family saga. The willows were huge and drooped gracefully over 
the heads of those walking along the lane. They hugged the banks 
of the Sturry like good, caring friends. The view from the back of 
her house would never be the same again. Jane felt an old ache in 
her chest. She hated change in her small, safe world. She’d had 
more than enough of it.

The Tuesday night bar quiz was always held at The Winded 
Whippet. The ten percent discount off house ale and chicken 
wings made it a popular evening and brought in an eclectic mix. It 
was also the best place to hear the local gossip. Jane’s team, God 
Only Knows, were joint second with Piston Broke, the local petrol 
heads, and three points behind the leaders, Let’s Get Quizzical, 
who all worked at the doctor’s office.
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“So,” she slid into her seat, careful not to spill a drop of her 
pint of Bouncing Badger real ale, “does anybody know who my 
new neighbour is?” She peered hopefully over the rim of her glass 
at her teammates and was met with blank stares and shaking heads.

“No idea.” Wendy buried her nose in her own pint.
“It’s a writer, but I can’t remember his name.” Ranjeet piped 

up from the neighbouring table. “Black. Something Black.” 
Ranjeet worked at the local solicitor’s and sat with the rest of his 
colleagues from Can I Get a Witness.

“Oh, it has to be that guy working for the Bishop.” Moira was 
on Jane’s team. She worked at the butcher’s and was an infernal 
gossip. “What writer do we know with the surname Black? A 
travel writer, is it? Well, I go nowhere, so I wouldn’t know.”

“Anyone can be an author nowadays. Just ram something up 
on Amazon and suddenly you’re Stephen bleedin’ King.” Una 
was always down to earth. She worked with Ranjeet.

“Joe Black.” Wendy was excited. “He’s Stephen King’s son. 
And he’s a writer. He writes horror stories. I tried to read one, but 
it was too scary and I had to put it down.”

“I hardly think Joe Black is going to be moving next door to 
me,” Jane said.

“Okay, ladies and gentlemen, round one. Kings and Queens of 
England.” Steve Burr, who ran the quiz, called them all to order.

“Damn.” Wendy picked up her pencil. “Amanda’s late, and 
she’s our history whizz.”

“Who brought the Magna Carta into English law?” Steve 
barked into the microphone.

Wendy chewed her pencil top and looked at Jane and Moira 
wide-eyed.
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“King John,” Jane said.
“Edward I.” Amanda slipped into a seat beside her. “It’s a 

trick question. John signed it, but Edward made it law in 1297. 
Sorry I’m late—babysitter probs.”

“Who was the last Stuart on the throne?” Steve boomed.
Wendy scored out John and scribbled in Edward. “Glad you’re 

here. These are hard questions.”
“Queen Anne,” Amanda whispered. “They’re not too bad.”
“Not if you have a degree in history.” Moira pointed out.
“Actually, she’s a PhD in history.” Jane smiled at Amanda.
“And you’re a cleaner?” Moira tutted.
“Well, there’s not much call for doctorates on ‘How Gender, 

Class, and Social Action Contributed to the Suffrage Agenda.’” 
Amanda gave a rueful smile. “Nell Gwynn,” she gave the next 
answer. “Cleaning is the only work I can get at the moment. And 
it fits around the kid’s school hours. Nineteenth of May, 1536.”

“What?” Wendy blinked.
“Anne Boleyn was beheaded on nineteenth of May, 1536. Are 

you even listening to the questions?”
“Oh.” Wendy picked up her pen and filled in the answer sheet.
“You should go to London. Get a job at a university or 

something,” Moira continued.
“George III. It’s not as easy as that, Moira.” There was 

a practised patience in Amanda’s voice. As if she’d had this 
conversation a million times over. “There are no jobs there either. 
And besides, the kids love it here. I couldn’t uproot them to 
London, it wouldn’t be fair. Battle of Bosworth.”

Wendy quickly scribbled the answers down. “Yeah. It’s all 
youth gangs and knives up there.” Wendy sighed and went misty-
eyed.
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“Well, I think you’re doing great. You’ve got all those holiday 
homes contracted for cleaning work and the Town Hall offices. 
You’ve practically built an industrial empire.” Jane squeezed 
her hand and got a weak squeeze back. “Did you see that job 
advertisement I emailed you for part-time lecturers for the Open 
University?” She hated how Amanda had to struggle for every 
penny. She was a clever, conscientious young woman who 
deserved so much more.

“…five purported assassination attempts?” Steve boomed.
“What’d he say? I missed it again.” Wendy hissed.
Moira shrugged. “I wasn’t listening. I hate history. Lot of 

nonsense.”
“Ask him to repeat it,” Jane said.
“No.” Wendy ducked her head. “I’ll look stupid.”
“It has to be Victoria,” Amanda said. “There were a lot of 

attempts on her life.”
“What? Queen Victoria?” Jane was shocked. “I thought 

everyone loved her?”
Amanda laughed. “She was quite contentious for her time.”
The following round was The Weekly Wallop, where all the 

answers came from that week’s issue of the local newspaper. An 
easy round, as they had all read it.

“We’ll take a short break now so everyone can replenish their 
glasses,” Steve announced, and people started queuing at the bar.

“We’ve just heard someone called Black has bought next door 
to Jane.” Moira immediately launched into the latest gossip for 
Amanda’s benefit. “And he’s digging up John’s beautiful garden 
to build a garage. It will ruin Rectory Row.”

“Oh no.” This was obviously news to Amanda. Her eyebrows 
arched.
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“It’s beautiful along the back lane.” Wendy added her 
sympathy. “Now there’ll be cars driving up and down it all day 
long. Londoner cars. Massive four-by-fours and the like.”

“You think so?” Jane bit her lip. It hadn’t occurred to her that 
this might start a precedent for the absentee owners further down 
from her.

“Yeah,” Moira said. “It’s bound to. And soon that lovely old 
lane will be dug up and tarmac put down.” She sighed heavily. 
“It’s such a pity.”

“Ouch.” Amanda pulled a face. “Has anybody got any good 
news?”

“He’s a writer and probably famous.” Moira offered.
“Is he the guy the Bishop is hoping will write about the 

festival?” Amanda asked Jane.
“Colin thinks so. But I’m not sure. I would have heard if he 

was moving into the Wallops, never mind right next door.” She 
frowned as she considered it, then shook her head. “Nah. I’d have 
heard. I’m the head judge at the festival. I’d have been told for 
sure.” She spotted Bill Gerrard Snr over by the bar. “Excuse me a 
moment,” she said and grabbed her glass.

“Bill.” She stepped up behind his bar stool.
“Hello, Jane.” He turned to greet her. “Here, what’d you 

put down for that one about the assassinations?” He was in the 
Barnstormers team, a mish-mash of sixty-something farmers 
and builders who always came last. They only showed up for 
the discounted drink and chicken wings. “I said Richard III cos 
everybody hated him.”

“Um, good a guess as any, I’d say.” Jane wiggled out of 
correcting him. Her team would have killed her. “Bill, do you 
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know anything about my new neighbour? Besides the garage 
thing?”

He looked grim. “Not really. Never met ’im. Some guy called 
Barack. Pity the town planning went along with the Bishop and 
allowed him to build. There’ll be a whole rash of garages down 
your back alley. All ’em Londoners will want one now.” Despite 
his words, he looked keen on the idea, especially if he got to build 
them all, Jane imagined.

“The Bishop okayed the planning permission for this?” Jane 
hid her irritation. The church had avoided a rash of objections 
from the remaining tenants of Rectory Row in one shifty move. 
As the landlord, it had not bothered to inform its tenants about the 
building permission, knowing the idea would prove unpopular. It 
was sneaky but legal. Then it dawned on her that Bill Snr had used 
another name. “Barack, you said? Not Black?” she asked.

Bill Snr frowned. “Never said his name was Black. It’s 
Barack, or something like that.” The barman appeared, and Bill 
gave his drinks order. Jane waited patiently behind him for her 
turn. It seemed no one was sure about her new neighbour at all. 
“Some bad weather coming in.” Bill Snr turned back to her. 
“Forecast is for a big storm later this week. A bad ’un. Gale-force 
wind and torrential rain. Then it gets better and summer begins. 
At last.”

“So I heard,” Jane replied. “But, Bill, what about the willows 
you were uprooting today? Will they be replaced? The Sturry 
needs them to bind its banks. You can’t go hacking away at the 
vegetation willy-nilly.”

Again, he shrugged. “It’s not my job to replace ’em. Ask the 
Wallops Valley council, Jane. All I know is they okayed me to cut 
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’em back for the machinery to get in. They’ll grow back in a year 
or two.”

“Not if you uprooted them.” But the conversation was cut 
short by the barman asking for her drink order, and Steve Burr 
simultaneously booming out the start of round three, The Animal 
Kingdom.

Bishop Andrew Hegarty was as vague as ever. “Jane, Jane.” 
He slapped his hand on her knee and shook it in a hearty manner 
until she thought her knee cap would detach. “I know you’re 
upset about the trees, but I have assurances from the council they 
will be replaced. They were very old and losing their integrity. 
Why, if any of them fell into the Sturry, it could cause a terrible 
commotion in the village. The whole place could be flooded, just 
like that last time.”

“Last time was over a hundred years ago, and that’s why they 
planted the willows along the Sturry in the first place, to prevent 
flooding.” Jane was patient with the Bishop. He was white-haired 
and whiskery with the kindest eyes she had ever seen, and he did 
his best to make everyone happy, which was impossible in a 
community this size where everyone contradicted each other.

“The church needs to sell off its assets. Gone are the days when 
we could sit on our pots of gold. Now we have to be seen tightening 
our belts like everyone else. Congregations are fading away, Jane. 
Churches are closing down all over the country.” His face fell, and 
she followed his gaze out of her kitchen window across the Sturry 
towards St Poe’s. The small church stood awkward and naked now 
that its skirt of willows had been removed. Roses billowed around 



Welcome to the Wallops

19

its doorway, and a Virginia creeper, lush and green, smothered the 
south face up to the worn slate roof and its short, bent steeple. She 
busied herself refilling his cup and offering another teacake.

“About my new neighbour.” She pulled the subject back to 
more pertinent and less troubling topics. “Is this the writer who 
will publicize the Beer and Cheese Festival? Black, or Barack, or 
something?”

Bishop Hegarty looked at her blankly. “How on earth did you 
know that?” He stirred himself out of his surprise.

“But I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking you.”
“My dear girl, the rumours fly around this valley faster than 

the crows.”
“If tongues were wings, we’d all fly. So can you tell me what’s 

going on?”
“Well, nothing’s going on. No contract has been signed as 

yet, so I’m not at liberty to say. Though I’ve admired this writer 
for some time, and we’ve corresponded over the last several 
months—” The telephone in the hallway rang, and she excused 
herself to answer it.

“It’s Colin for you.” She came back and handed over the 
phone, exasperated at Colin Harper’s ability to pick his moments 
and under no illusion that it wasn’t a deliberately timed intrusion.

“Yes, Colin. I see.” She moved away and gave the Bishop 
some privacy. When she returned, he handed her the phone back 
and reached for his jacket. “I’m sorry, Jane. Colin finds himself 
in a bit of a pickle, so I’ll have to leave you. I know that as head 
judge, you and I need to sit down and discuss the publicity for 
the festival, but until the contract is actually signed, my hands are 
tied.” He was bustling for the door as he spoke, nearly tripping 
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over Whistlestop, who chose that moment to stop in the open 
doorway and look thoughtfully at the clouds.

So was the building permit for the garage a sweetener? The 
thought depressed Jane. She knew more was being heaped on 
Bishop Hegarty’s sagging shoulders than he was able to cope 
with. In fact, she fully expected him to announce his retirement 
within the next year or so. The world was a faster, more vicious 
place than when he first took his orders. She desperately hoped 
Colin would not pull the wool over his eyes about moving the 
festival to High Wallop, though she was pretty sure she would 
have the biggest say in that.

She washed up the dishes as rain began to pitter-patter against 
the window. It never seemed far away these days. Whistlestop 
came up and pressed against her leg. He looked up at her with 
inscrutable, ink-dark eyes. She gently kneaded his knobbly head 
and smoothed the worried furrow between his brows with her 
thumb.

“You’re always there to comfort me, aren’t you, Whistlestop?” 
In answer he kicked his empty food bowl against her shoe.



CHAPTER 2
The storm arrived on Friday night, right on time. She’d lain 

awake listening to the wind howling down the valley and rattling 
her windows until the wee hours. At some point, she must have 
drifted off, for she awoke with a start at the crack of a tree branch 
breaking off. At first, she assumed it was gunfire, then became 
aware of where she was and of the storm outside, guessing 
immediately that the rotten old chestnut tree must have finally 
lost a branch.

Whistlestop padded over to the bed and laid his chin on the 
quilt and gave a soft snuffle.

“You don’t like storms, do you, boy?” She reached out and 
stroked his bony head, ruffling his ears before dropping a kiss 
somewhere near his nose. The bedside lamp clicked uselessly 
when she tried it. The branch must have taken the power lines down 
with it. Her immediate thought was for her elderly neighbours. 
With luck, they’d be tucked up in bed, and maybe with more luck, 
the power would be restored early next morning with hardly any 
inconvenience? No, Jane knew better. With a sigh, she grabbed 
her emergency flashlight from the bedside cabinet and made her 
way along the hall to the bathroom. Whistlestop plodded along 
behind. He was scared of the dark too, and she usually kept a 
small plug-in night light on for him near his bed.

Outside, the wind rattled and roared along with the distant 
clang of garden ornaments, seats, dust bins, and Lord knew what 
else being blown about. Jane ran through her mental checklist 
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for the umpteenth time. The greenhouse was as secure as she 
was ever going to make it. She’d staked up the taller plants but 
accepted they’d be blown to bits by the morning. The watering 
cans, empty flowerpots, and anything moveable were all tucked 
up in the potting shed out of harm’s way. She frowned. So what 
was that banging? It was almost rhythmic, like a door slamming 
back and forth in the wind. She did another run-through of her 
list. There was nothing she could think of that could be making 
that noise. She’d tied everything possible down.

At the rear of the house the banging was louder, and she 
realised with alarm that the noise was coming from next door.

“Don’t tell me the builders didn’t lock the house up?” A very 
loud bang came back as an answer. Whistlestop groaned, as if, on 
some level, he knew what this all meant.

“You can moan all you want, but we have to see what’s 
making that noise.” She could easily imagine Bill Jnr sloping off 
early as soon as the weather worsened and not stopping to make 
sure the cottage was secured properly. Quickly, she dragged on 
her waterproof coat and Wellington boots.

Opening the back door was like entering some post-apocalyptic 
maelstrom. The wind nearly tore the door from her hands, and she 
had to use her entire body weight to stop it from slamming behind 
her. Rain cut at her in horizontal ribbons, soaking her pyjama legs. 
In seconds, they were clinging coldly to her skin. “Bloody hell!”

Whistlestop didn’t even make it to the doormat. He did a 
complete U-turn. His tail disappeared back down the hallway. 
Three steps out, and she splashed ankle-deep into water. It 
surprised and frightened her, and it only got deeper the further she 
went. Jane hesitated. Her flashlight showed a scene of carnage. 
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Her flower beds were flattened, but given the conditions, it could 
only be expected. At least she had no structural worries, from 
what she could see. Next door was another matter. The bobcat 
digger at the bottom of the garden stood waist-deep in water, 
its windshield shattered. The corrugated tin sheeting they’d 
pulled off the old chicken coop roof whipped around the yard 
in great gyrations, screeching against every possible surface in 
horrendous banshee wails. She swung her flashlight about to try 
and assess the damage. The lane at the rear of Rectory Row was 
chaos, the inky water rippling under her zigzag of light. The 
Sturry had burst its banks and flooded the lower part of Jane’s 
garden, which meant the gardens on the other side of her were 
in even greater danger as the land rolled gently downhill from 
her house.

They should never have taken away those willows. But the 
gratification of being right was short-lived compared to her shock 
at the damage. There was a gap in the bank where the trees had 
once stood. The earth had washed away there, taking part of the 
lane with it. A surge of floodwater cascaded onto her garden as 
well as the neighbouring ones. It hissed and gurgled and swirled 
threateningly, casting everything safe and familiar into heinous 
unfamiliar shapes and patterns. It was sucking and unstoppable. 
Rectory Row appeared to be sinking.

She retreated inside and picked up the phone. It was dead. 
Of course it’s dead. The power lines are down, idiot. She called 
Wendy on her mobile and got a fuzzy, “Hello?”

“Wendy, it’s Jane. The Sturry is flooding. My house is all 
right, but I’m not sure about Mrs Agnew and those further down 
the lane.”
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“Right.” There came the thud and rustle of Wendy clambering 
out of bed. “Right. I’m on my way. I’ll check in on the old ducks 
at the far end, okay?”

“Thanks. I’ll try and see what’s up at my end. Be quick, or 
they may quite literally end up as old ducks. The water is still 
rising, as far as I can make out. And, Wendy, there’s no power 
over here. The lines are down.”

“None here either. The whole village must be out. See you 
later. Get the primus stove out for a cuppa,” Wendy said in a 
cheerful tone, no doubt pleased by the midnight adventure.

A great gush of wind increased the banging from next door. 
Jane couldn’t ignore it any longer. After grabbing her flashlight 
again, she went back outside. This time, she focused her attention 
on the cottage. Two windows swung crazily open and shut as if 
trying to wrench themselves off their hinges. Rain water drove 
through the openings, and Jane could only imagine the damage 
done to the interior.

She contemplated clambering over the fence versus plodding 
down to her back gate, wading along the partially demolished 
lane, and coming in through the decimated neighbouring garden. 
Leaping the fence was a little beyond her tonight, especially with 
corrugated tin whipping about like a guillotine blade, but mincing 
through cold, slippy floodwater was probably just as dangerous. 
She awkwardly straddled the fence as water sloshed around her 
calves. The water was deeper on the other side where the recent 
excavations for laying new water pipes had left deep trenches in 
the ground that were now awash. Jane’s heart sank along with 
her feet as the water topped her boots right up to her knees. The 
back door of the cottage lay wide open, and the muddy swill had 
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run inside the house. The ground floor, and especially the kitchen, 
was under several inches of water. All the new carpentry was 
ruined, the expensive kitchen destroyed before it had even been 
completed. She walked in and fastened the windows shut. The 
water wasn’t as deep as it was in the garden, but it had flowed in 
everywhere. Her flashlight spilled crazy patterns over the walls 
and rippling floor.

The wall between the kitchen and the main lounge had been 
removed. No wonder the work had been going on for weeks. 
But the effect was lovely—or would have been if it didn’t have 
a tidemark of muddy water lapping partway up the walls. The 
beautiful honeyed oak wood was ruined. The original quarry tiles 
had been prised up. A new wood floor had been laid. It was ruined 
too. The newly plastered walls—forget it. The only things in the 
kitchen not destroyed were the beautiful granite worktops. Jane 
ran her fingers over the smooth surface and gave a little hum of 
approval.

Okay, so the kitchen was a goner, but what about the other 
rooms? This was just outright snooping now. With water swilling 
around her shins, Jane pushed on through a layout more or less 
identical to her own. Everywhere was waterlogged; the new floors 
and plaster would all have to be replaced. The owner would not 
be pleased. There was nothing she could do here but return home, 
make some tea, and wait for Wendy. The morning would bring a 
world of pain for Bill Gerrard & Son.

Her mobile rang, the display showing the caller was Wendy. 
“Hullo.”

“All okay here. How’s your end?” Wendy’s voice came 
through loud and clear.
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“Next door is a mess. I think Bill Jnr left the doors and 
windows open.”

“What a pillock! I’m on my way over to yours now anyway. 
See you in a mo.”

Jane slipped her phone back in her pocket and began her exit 
when the blaze of a flashlight much larger and stronger than her 
own momentarily blinded her, bringing her to a halt by the back 
door like a rabbit on a highway.

“Who the hell are you? What are you doing in my house?” a 
female voice snapped.

She raised a hand to block the light. The slash of rain whirled in 
dizzy patterns in the glare. “Can you turn that thing away, please? 
You’re blinding me.”

“Watch your step or my dog will go for you!”
Jane cocked her head, and around the haze of light haloing 

her fingers saw the dark shadow of a woman mercilessly drilling 
the flashlight on her. Beside her stood the angular and slightly 
fuzzy outline of a tall, scrawny, wind-blown Whistlestop. “That’s 
my dog.”

Whistlestop chose that moment to turn and wander off, 
dismissing them both.

“Oh?” The flashlight dropped away. Jane blinked several 
times in relief, trying to banish the bright spots of colour behind 
her eyelids. “He just wandered up to me,” the woman said. “Is he 
a watchdog? He’s rubbish if he is.”

“He’s mostly a nosey bystander. You get them a lot around 
here.” Jane wiped the rainwater off her face, only serving to 
smear her glasses more. They were both standing in water, getting 
soaked. This was ridiculous. “And you are?”
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The flashlight zoomed up to dazzle her again. “I’m the owner 
of the house you have just broken into. What are you doing on my 
property?”

Jane shielded her eyes. “Well, as you can see, the Sturry has 
flooded your home.” Jane decided she didn’t care that there was a 
snap to her words; this woman was rude. “And as I live next door, 
I came over to check—”

“Hullo there!” The cheerful call was accompanied by a 
flashlight brighter than both theirs combined. It burnt holes in 
Jane’s retinas, and the other woman gasped in shock as she also 
fell victim to it. Jane revelled for a moment in the woman getting 
a taste of her own medicine.

“Turn that thing off, Wendy, before you blind us permanently,” 
she said.

The light swung away, and Wendy sloshed across the garden. 
“All’s well down the far end,” she reported, straddling the fence. 
“It’s worse here because they dug up the garden to lay pipes. You’re 
both standing in a great big hole,” she pointed out good-naturedly. 
Her flashlight wavered towards the river. “And ripping out the 
willows didn’t help. It looks like the bank collapsed and took part 
of the lane with it. There won’t be any ugly old garages being built 
here for some time.”

“Who are you? Helpful neighbour or nosey bystander?” 
This earned the newcomer another full-on blast from Wendy’s 
supernova torch. Jane winced and looked away. Splashes of 
colour swirled before her eyes.

“Hi there,” Wendy said. “I’m Police Community Support 
Officer Goodall. Who are you?”
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“Will you get that bloody thing out of my face? I own this 
property, and I found this woman trespassing.” The stranger’s 
flashlight swept across Jane’s face making her blink wildly.

“Look,” she said. “Can we stop standing in a hole blinding 
each other? Why don’t we go back to my house and have a cup 
of tea, and Officer Goodall and I will explain everything. It’s 
obvious you have flood damage, but there’s little you can do until 
the morning. Can we please get in out of the wind and rain?”

“I’m freezing. A cuppa would be lovely.” Wendy moved 
toward the fence dividing Jane’s garden from the neighbour’s.

“After you.” Jane waved vaguely at the fence for her new 
neighbour to follow. A strange feeling of unease had been tugging 
at her for the past several minutes, and there was a similar 
hesitation in the other woman’s behaviour towards her. “There 
really is nothing that can be done here,” she reiterated. “You’ll be 
able to assess the damage for yourself in the morning.” Her unease 
was giving way to a general tired grumpiness. She was up to her 
knees in cold river water trying to do her best by her neighbour 
and had been met with nothing but rudeness and suspicion.

With a barely audible ‘humph,’ the newcomer mounted the 
fence and slithered over to the other, just as boggy side. With a 
sigh, Jane followed her, the nagging in her head now the beginning 
of a headache. Light flowed out from her kitchen. Wendy had lit 
her storm lantern, and the yellow oblong of gaslight spilled from 
the window and illuminated the stranger’s wind and rain-whipped 
face in a steady stream of light.

Jane gasped, the air wrung out of her by the sudden constriction 
of her throat. Her legs trembled and then gave out, bringing her 
down in an awkward slump halfway over her fence.
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“Are you okay there?” A hand reached out to her, and she 
recoiled. Then, as the light played across her, her new neighbour 
stiffened. A look of abject horror flitted across her face.

“Fuck me.” The whisper was hard and brittle from a mouth 
twisted in distaste.

“You all right out there?” Wendy called out from the kitchen. 
“I found your camping stove and got the kettle on. Hurry up, 
you two.”

“Jane Swallow,” the stranger said. It sounded like an 
accusation.

Jane swallowed the lump in her throat.
“Jane, is that you?”
Her throat was still too constricted to respond.
“Bloody hell. You bitch!”
The hiss scalded her ears.

“Milk? Sugar?” Wendy was oblivious to the tension in the 
room.

“Black. Black as the heart of a betraying lover.”
Wendy blinked.
“Okeydokey.” She poured a cup of tea and handed it over. 

“You’ll be the writer moving in next door, then?”
“Renata Braak.” Renata held out her hand with stiff politeness.
“Braak. See, Jane? Not Black and not Barack.” Wendy shook 

hands. “Isn’t it weird that everyone got the name wrong.”
“Yes, very weird.” Jane moved around her kitchen, keeping to 

the darkened edges of the camping light and feeling like she was 
in a dream. One of those bad dreams she had when she ate too 
much cheese.
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“So…” Wendy plodded on, determined to make conversation. 
“You’re a travel writer then, Ms Braak. That must be fun.”

“Renata.” She sat down at Jane’s kitchen table, her face 
partly in shadow from the storm lantern Wendy had placed on the 
counter. “And I’m not a travel writer. I write about metaphysical 
issues such as high consciousness and self-actualisation.”

“Ah.” Wendy’s conversation ran out abruptly. “So…” Or had 
it? “You picked a bad time to drop by, didn’t you?”

“I don’t think there was ever going to be a good time, do you?” 
The question was directed towards Jane, and, again, Wendy’s face 
cramped a little.

“Do you two—” she began to ask.
“How do you know Bishop Hegarty?” Jane’s question sounded 

sharp-edged, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. Lurching into 
action, she flung herself into the seat opposite and poured tea with 
a shaking hand. Wendy looked at her curiously.

“He’s a fan.” Renata’s tone was just as clipped.
There was an awkward silence for a few moments that Wendy 

clearly felt obliged to fill. “Bishop Hegarty likes meta…thingys?”
“He read a few of my books, and we started a correspondence. 

He’d like me to look at the ley lines running through the Wallop 
valley. He suspects there’s a lot of healing energy in the area.”

“Huh?” Wendy said.
“Did you get to talk to Mrs Agnew?” Jane abruptly changed 

the subject.
Wendy followed peaceably. “No. All the occupied houses 

were in darkness, not even a flashlight bobbing against the 
curtains, so I left them alone. There was no water damage that 
I could see, except to the bottom end of the gardens. I can pop 
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back in the morning if anyone needs anything once they’re up and 
about. And I’ve already told the electricity and phone companies 
the lines are down, though they knew about it already.” She stood 
and rinsed out her cup. “I’ll head on home now. Are you okay 
Ms Bra—Renata? Where are you staying? Can I give you a lift 
anywhere?”

“I’m staying at The White Pig in High Wallop.”
“Ooh, posh.”
“If you say so. I only dumped my bags and drove on down 

here, so I’ve no idea.” Renata didn’t look at Wendy as she 
spoke. Her gaze was fixed on Jane.

“I’m not sure how safe the roads are.” Wendy dithered by the 
sink. “There are trees down everywhere. I could show you a farm 
track back up the valley; it might be okay.”

“No. I think I’d like to stay and chat to my old friend.”
Wendy slapped back down in her seat. “I knew it! I just knew 

you knew each other; the conversation was so hinky.”
“I’m feeling extremely hinked,” Renata replied.
“We were surprised to see each other, that’s all. Especially 

under the circumstances,” Jane said.
“Especially under the circumstances,” Renata repeated.
“Weren’t you heading home, Wendy? Tomorrow’s a busy 

day.” Jane frowned at Wendy.
“Yeah. Weird, eh? So where do you know each other from?” 

Wendy poured herself a second cup of tea.
“Oh, ages ago.”
A cold sweat formed on Jane’s body. She darted a furtive look 

at Renata that was met with a steely gaze.
“Where was that, then?” Wendy persisted.
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“I can’t quite remember; it was so long ago.” Jane cleared her 
throat and decided to plunge right on in with her “almost lies.” 
If she skated around the truth gracefully enough, it wouldn’t be 
so much lying as a winter sport. “We’ve lost touch, so you can 
imagine my surprise to find out Renata is my new neighbour.”

“I can barely believe it either. It’s like one big universal joke.” 
Renata spoke with borderline bitterness.

Jane stiffened.
When it was obvious Wendy was struggling, Renata elucidated. 

“I mean a ‘ha-ha’ joke—with a snigger in the background.”
“Ah.” Wendy nodded in false understanding. She drained her 

cup and stood. “Well, I’d best be on my way. Nice to meet you, 
Renata. I hope to see you around.”

“Oh, I’m sure you will.”
“Sorry about your house.”
“Yes, it’s a real tragedy.”
“I’m sure Bill Jnr didn’t mean to leave all the windows and 

doors open.”
“He did, did he?” Renata’s head snapped up. “Well, I’m sure 

his father will be very proud when I call him first thing in the 
morning about the mess.”

“Um. Yes.” Wendy bumbled her way out from the kitchen, 
and Jane felt for her—in a way. She was glad Wendy’s blatant 
snooping had gleaned her little information but sorry that her 
friend had been made to feel awkward in her home. That had 
never happened before, but the atmosphere Renata brought with 
her blended perfectly with the storm surrounding them. That 
woman could brood. Poor Wendy had picked up the forecast but 
was too unversed in emotional meteorology to understand what 
had just blown in.
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“See you tomorrow,” Jane called belatedly as the door closed, 
and then she turned to face her guest.

Renata said: “You fucking cow. You left me. You abandoned 
me on that godforsaken island!”

“You’re hardly Robinson Crusoe. I simply went home. For 
me, the holiday was over. It’s not illegal to go back to real life and 
get a job.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? You didn’t even leave a 
goodbye note. You just fucked off the minute my back was turned. 
That was dirty, Jane.”

Jane stood. Her hands were shaking, and she pressed them to 
her sides to try and stop. “I’m not going to talk about it now,” she 
said, ignoring the waver in her voice. “I’m exhausted, and I’m 
going to bed. I’m not sure if it’s safe for you to drive back to The 
White Pig, but there’s a couch in the front room you can use.” 
She turned away and almost tripped over Whistlestop, who had 
slunk back into the kitchen and was watching their visitor with 
wary eyes.

“And please don’t shout in front of my dog. He’s a rescue 
animal, and his nerves are frayed. When he gets upset, he becomes 
incontinent.”

Renata dropped her gaze to Whistlestop, and her face softened 
slightly. “Why a greyhound? I see you as more the lap dog type.”

Jane shrugged. “He was there and he needed me. I got him 
from a shelter for retired racing dogs, but it turned out he didn’t 
race that much—he kept fainting. He suffers from neurasthenia.”

“You mean he’s neurotic?” Renata gave Whistlestop a dubious 
look. His tail slunk between his legs, and he gave her a squinty, 
skittish look back.
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“He gets a little depressed from time to time, that’s all. He’s 
had a hard life.”

An awkward silence grew between them. With both women 
focusing their attention on him, Whistlestop ducked his head and 
sloped out of the room.

“We need to talk,” Jane said abruptly, “but not now. I can’t 
get my head around this and I’m too exhausted to try.” The sigh 
that fell out of her rattled her bones. She was dead on her feet and 
emotionally drained. She pointed through to the lounge. “You 
can crash there if you need to. I’ll leave out a towel and new 
toothbrush for you in the bathroom. We’ll talk in the morning, if 
that’s okay?”

“It’s going to have to be.”
Jane was glad to close the door on those words. There were 

plenty of cushions and throws on the couch for Renata to make 
herself comfortable. Jane needed to sleep now. To remove herself 
from reality and hide away. Tomorrow, after she recharged, she 
would deal with whatever the hell it was that had just happened. 
Tomorrow her wits would be less frazzled and her nerves less 
frayed. She’d need both fully functioning to finally face up to 
Renata Braak and her mighty wrath.

It wasn’t that late when she awoke. Just after eight o’clock. 
Sunlight streamed through the bedroom window, and it wasn’t 
until she looked out and saw the garden and lane all torn about 
and strewn with leaves and branches and displaced things that she 
remembered there had been a terrible storm at all. The morning 
looked so innocent. She checked the light switch. The lamp came 
on, so power had been restored. That was good.
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Normally she’d slop about in her pyjamas until she’d 
had at least two cups of coffee. This morning, she prepared 
for confrontation by donning her favourite jeans and comfy 
sweater and drawing back her long dark hair with a barrette. 
Checking her reflection, her grey eyes blinked owlishly back at 
her. They revealed her apprehension. She took a deep calming 
breath and hoped she looked collected despite her insides 
feeling like jelly.

The battledress was for nothing. The lounge was empty. 
Renata had gone. Whistlestop sat on the couch in a curl of warm 
blankets and looked startled by Jane’s appearance.

“What have you got there?” She pulled away the silk scarf he 
was chewing on. “Oh, Whistlestop,” she said dejectedly. “This 
looks expensive.”

His eyes rounded into huge wells of doggy guilt.
“Okay, let’s get you some breakfast.” She stroked his muzzle. 

“At least it wasn’t her hair.” That looked expensive too. She 
smiled inwardly at the thought of Renata fast asleep on her settee 
with Whistlestop gently nibbling on her platinum blond, ninety-
quid hairdo.

She gave him his morning biscuits and warm water and started 
making coffee. A few seconds later, Mrs Agnew rapped on the 
kitchen window, then came straight on in.

“Hello, Jane. What a night that was.”
Jane smiled, knowing Mrs Agnew had slept through the worst 

of it. “Yes. We were lucky. Did you see next door?”
“I did. Terrible, terrible. Poor woman. I saw her driving away 

this morning.” Mrs Agnew turned hawk-eyed and skewered Jane 
with an inquisitive look that bored right into her. “She was out 
your back on the phone to Bill Gerrard. I heard her all the way 



Gill McKnight

36

down the gardens.” Mrs Agnew paused, and Jane wondered why 
she wanted a prompt. Usually Mrs Agnew talked nonstop once 
she’d cornered a listener.

“Oh?” Jane obligingly prompted.
“The language, my dear.” Mrs Agnew rattled on now that 

she’d been primed. “It was fearful. I bet Bill Gerrard got the 
rudest awakening of his life.”

“There does seem to be a lot of damage.” Jane was careful 
with Mrs Agnew. She was a shrewd and artful old widow who 
lived on the opposite end of Rectory Row from Jane, and she 
seemed to think it her place to police the comings and goings of 
her neighbours.

“She said it was all his fault. But, I mean, a flood’s a flood. 
Lord knows, we all have to bear up and do our best. It’s not as if 
Noah had a builder to phone up and complain to, now, is it?”

Jane privately noted that Mrs Agnew’s cottage had suffered no 
damage for her to bear up to. If there had been, Mrs. Agnew would 
be first in the complaining queue, complaining that the queue was 
not moving fast enough. “But the back door and kitchen windows 
had been left open, letting all that water in.” She was immediately 
annoyed with herself for defending Renata Braak.

Mrs Agnew’s face mottled with a flush of surprise and 
irritation. “Well, I never. What a thing to happen. I’ll wager it’s 
that son of his. He’s a no-good wastrel.” Jane marvelled at how 
she effortlessly changed sides.

Jane kept silent on her own opinion of Bill Jnr. “Coffee?” she 
offered instead.

“No, dear. I’d better be getting along. I’m going over to the 
shops.” That meant she had gossip to share. Jane hoped she’d keep 
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her news about next door in context but knew it was a wasted 
hope. In Mrs Agnew’s hands, it would be an Oscar-nominated 
movie script by lunchtime.

Whistlestop wandered in with the silk scarf in his maw, 
slobber trailing from it. Mrs Agnew hesitated and watched avidly 
as Jane disentangled the thing from his mouth. She set it on the 
countertop without a word, ignoring the inquiring gaze Mrs 
Agnew pinned on it.

“Have a lovely morning, Mrs Agnew,” she said calmly.
“You too, dear.” And Mrs Agnew finally left. Jane poured her 

delayed first coffee of the morning and sighed into the fragrant 
steam rising from her cup. Her stomach was still unsettled, and 
out her window, the clouds were rushing in from the east. More 
rain was on its way, and her mood sank to greet it. A troublesome 
day was brewing.

She must have missed Renata’s departure by perhaps twenty 
minutes, if Mrs Agnew had seen her go. She turned on the radio, 
always set to the local station down at Cross Quays. The flooding 
had been minimal, and all power had been restored. The telephone 
cables would be repaired by tomorrow, though several felled trees 
still blocked many minor roads. So it was a good thing Renata had 
stayed and not followed Wendy’s advice to take the back road up 
to High Wallop.

It hit Jane low and hard in the pit of her stomach. Renata 
Braak was back in her life, hovering over it like a wraith. The 
‘Talk’ had been postponed but with no regard to informing her 
of that fact. Renata had bigger fish to fry and secretly, Jane was 
glad. She didn’t want to talk—to explain why and how she 
had made her decisions all those years ago. It felt exposing, 
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especially at a time in her life when she felt more inclined to 
hide than ever.

Her hand trembled around her coffee cup, making the liquid 
ripple across the surface. She had dodged a bullet, but there was 
a surface-to-air missile still to come. Jane headed to her study. At 
the front of her house, she saw the Gerrard & Son van obstinately 
squeeze down the narrow street and was relieved that next door 
was no longer any of her business. She’d do a little work and then 
head out to do her own shopping. She refused to dwell on the fact 
this was avoidance. Renata was doubtless going to return, whip 
in hand, to stand over Bill Gerard and his erstwhile son while 
they carried out her repairs. Jane wanted to be well out of the way 
when that particular whip cracked.



CHAPTER 3
Renata Braak fixed the collar of her blouse and checked 

herself in the mirror. Her eyes had a dark, crazy look. She was so 
frazzled that she was surprised she didn’t curl up at the edges. Her 
brains felt fried in her head. Jane Swallow. After all these years 
Jane Swallow had popped up out of fucking nowhere and was her 
freaking new neighbour! What sort of joke was that? What sort of 
twisted, evil…

She sighed and snapped her mind off that particular trajectory. 
The universe was screwing her around. It did that when she had 
a lesson to learn—but come on, Jane Swallow, for fuck’s sake! 
Talk about a sucker punch. This was a real heart stopper, a cosmic 
kick in the kidneys. What had she done to cause her karma to turn 
cannibal?

She’d lain festering on that couch last night surrounded by 
Jane’s things—her books, cushions, throws, and home comforts—
by her smell, and by her flaky dog, who eventually crept close 
enough to lie on her legs until her feet went numb. The storm had 
swilled around the house, and her stomach swilled right along with 
it. Her skin itched, her mind itched, her tongue itched to run to 
Jane’s room and scream out her anger and frustration. But when the 
dog began to gently nibble on her fingertips, she found the sound of 
the storm strangely cathartic. She had not been the only one—a lot 
of things had been tossed about that night, inside and out.

Around seven a.m., the storm abated, and as the weak sunlight 
lightened the sky, she got up, punched Bill Gerrard’s number into 
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her phone, and gave him a wake-up call about her house being left 
open to the elements by his workmen.

A fallen tree had blocked his driveway, but he swore he would 
be there in just under two hours to look over the damage with her. 
That gave her time to head back to The White Pig and shower, 
change clothes, and grab a bite to eat.

She was glad to leave Jane’s house. She didn’t want to talk, 
not now that the Gerrards had seeped the anger out of her. Jane 
could stew a little longer. God knew, she’d left Renata sitting on 
simmer for years.

I don’t need closure, I need suturing. It upset her how flaky 
she felt, how quickly the old hurt had overwhelmed her. How the 
past had come crashing into the present as if she’d barely moved 
two steps ahead? And Renata knew she’d done more than that. 
She was proud of how she’d turned her life around. Proud of who 
she was and of her hard-won success. So why were her hands 
shaking?

Renata looked out her bedroom window. The White Pig stood 
in the town square of High Wallop, but from her vantage point, 
she could see straight down the valley. The high peak of Gyfu’s 
Coyne stood testament to the old Anglo-Saxon goddess it was 
named for, and facing it on the other side lay the grassy lumps and 
knolls of an Iron age hillfort. Healing ley lines, my ass. What was 
Hegarty thinking?

This was a landscape riddled with old scars and scores to 
be settled. It was prehistoric. People had thumped each other 
senseless here over the millennia, and that was the only energy 
she could pick up on. And now here she was—with a great big 
cosmic stick of her own.
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She checked her reflection again before leaving her room. 
Pristine as ever. She had worked hard on her cool, blonde Nordic 
looks. It was a great front as it sold books. Even so, she was 
startled by the wildness in her eyes. There was fear there too; she 
knew herself well enough to see it lurking behind the iris. She 
blew out a slow, calming breath and counted for five heartbeats. 
First things first. Let’s sort out this half-assed builder. I’ll deal 
with Jane Swallow later.

“R.B. Braak is a renowned pioneer of the global phenomenon 
for self-actualisation and self-development.”

Jane read aloud from the Amazon author page. “She has 
dominated the New York Times bestsellers list with works such as 
Self-Life: Prolonging your Soul’s Expiry Date. Manifesting True 
Love.” Here, Jane snorted rudely. “And Power Up Your Ying Yang. 
Good Lord, Whistlestop. Have you ever heard anything like it?”

He looked like he hadn’t, so she read on.
“‘R.B. Braak was born in Utrecht and has lived all over the 

world, calling herself a ‘Nomad of the Spiritual Path.’ More like 
one step ahead of the law,” she muttered. “She currently lectures 
in over sixty international cities and offers several online courses 
for personal manifestation and development. Details at: www. 
RBBRAAK.LiveLifeBetter.com.” She glanced up, startled, from 
the computer. “I think I’ve read one of her books, Whistlestop.” 
She swung out of her seat and lurched for the bookcase to examine 
the contents. “In fact… I’m sure of it. Ah-ha!” She pulled out a 
tattered paperback and waved it triumphantly at him.

Whistlestop slunk around the back of the couch to peek out at 
her from behind the armrest.
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“Ask. Get. Give. See? I told you I had one.” She looked at the 
book with a mix of awe and distaste. It wasn’t one she’d purchased 
for herself. Bishop Hegarty had pressed it into her hands yonks 
ago, and Jane had delved into the pages once or twice but found 
it rather trite. He hadn’t wanted it back, so it had gathered dust 
on her bookshelf for the last two years. There was no photograph 
with the bio and the author’s name, R.B. Braak, hadn’t registered. 
Why would it? Renata had always been Renata to her. Not that 
she thought of her much.

“So now she writes crappy self-help books. Of all the…” 
Jane couldn’t think of anyone less likely to be helpful to her 
fellow man than Renata Braak, much less be a pioneer of a global 
phenomenon for self-development. The woman was a con artist. 
A borderline criminal. A shyster who had struck it rich somewhere 
along the way.

“Well, blow me down, Whistlestop. This is where she gets her 
money from.” Jane was confounded. “But why the do-goodery all 
of a sudden, when she could be swindling old ladies out of their 
pearls?”

The phone rang. Great, the lines are back up. She reached for it.
“Jane?”
And winced as Colin Harper’s clipped tone filled her ear. 

“What’s this I hear about our publicist arriving yesterday and 
it’s a woman—and you know her?” He sounded peeved. Wendy 
hadn’t wasted a minute. A casual word to Moira, and the valley 
was resonating with gossip. “Does the Bishop know you know 
her?” Ah-ha, the crux of his problem: did Jane have an inroad to 
the Bishop he did not? Jane smiled warily.
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“Yes, Renata’s an old acquaintance.” She couldn’t bring herself 
to say friend, or anything else remotely pleasant. Even the woman’s 
name was acid on her tongue. “And I think Bishop Hegarty has 
been drawing the wool over our eyes. Renata isn’t here to publicize 
the festival; she’s here to investigate ley lines with him.”

Colin groaned. “Not that hocus-pocus again.”
Jane didn’t comment; the Bishop’s interests were his own. 

She only regretted he knew Renata Braak at all. That was the only 
hocus-pocus, as far as she was concerned.

“That’s all I know.” She began to wind down the conversation. 
“Sorry I can’t help you, Colin.” Her favourite words tasted 
sweeter than ever this morning. It was none of his business that 
Renata was her new neighbour or that her house was now a 
tributary of the Sturry. Colin Harper was another snake in the 
grass. There were too many of them around these days. She’d 
have to watch her step.

A mechanical hum vibrated through her walls from next door. 
Bill Snr must be pumping the water out.

“I need to go, Colin. Nice to chat.” She quickly got rid of him 
and put the phone down. If the Gerrards were working on the 
house, then Renata couldn’t be too far away. Time to get up and 
out. Her war mood from earlier had completely dissipated, and 
she found she didn’t want to talk just yet. She was still processing 
the events of last night and struggling with her own disbelief. 
One more glance at the open Amazon page did little to dispel her 
incredulity. Life had just thrown her a massive curve ball, and 
she was completely unprepared to catch it.
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The butcher’s shop fell silent the moment Jane entered, and 
her heart fell, too. She’d just walked into a gossip session, and 
it clearly concerned her. All the signs were there. Mrs Agnew 
was flushed but brazen-faced, while Moira held her gaze with an 
inquisitive stare from behind the meat counter. Amanda and Una, 
the only other customers, both had the grace to look guilty as they 
turned to greet her.

“Wendy’s just been in with the news,” Moira stated baldly.
“She’s just an old friend.” Jane’s cheeks grew into two hot, 

angry spots, making her feel like a painted rag doll. She cursed 
Wendy and her big blabbermouth.

“Who?” Moira asked.
“Yes, who, dear?” Mrs Agnew pressed her.
“My new neighbour,” Jane answered perplexed. “I thought 

you were talking about her?”
“Your new neighbour’s an old friend? Did you know she was 

moving in next door?” Moira asked.
“No.” Jane was properly confused now.
“Wow. That must have been a surprise,” Amanda said.
“A terrible surprise. We’ve been out of touch for ages.”
“You never told me this earlier,” Mrs Agnew accused.
“Well, the subject never came up.” Jane knew she was 

becoming defensive but couldn’t help but bristle under Mrs 
Agnew’s slit-eyed look of suspicion.

“So your friend is this famous writer the Bishop wants to 
sex up the festival?” Una honed her question into a cutting blade 
as only a trainee lawyer could do. “And you never mentioned it 
before? How could you not know it was her?”

“Because the Bishop never mentioned a name. I only knew as 
much as you did.”
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Una raised her eyebrows, and Jane glowered.
“You’re the one who told me it was a man and the surname 

was Black,” she pointed out.
“I did not. That was Ranjeet.”
“What is her name?” Amanda asked.
“Renata Braak.” Jane sighed inwardly.
“Not R. B. Braak! But I love her books!” Amanda made a 

squeaking noise.
“I know. I’ve seen your bookcase,” Jane muttered.
“Renata Braak is here, in Lesser Wallop? Oh my God!” 

Amanda gushed.
“Who’s this Renata Braak, then?” Moira asked.
“She’s a world-famous self-actualisation author. I love her. 

She gives spiritual guidance that helps people turn their lives 
around.”

She certainly has mine lurching off a cliff. My spirit animal 
must be a lemming. Jane was growing glummer by the minute.

“Can I have two pounds of lean mincemeat, please, Moira?” 
She tried to steer the conversation onto firmer ground. The sooner 
she got her food order, the sooner she could get out of here.

“You mean she’s like a guru?” Mrs Agnew now turned her 
suspicions onto the village newcomer.

“I wouldn’t call her a guru as much as a spiritual advisor,” 
Amanda said.

“It’s all New Age devildom!” Mrs Agnew announced with a 
sniff of outrage.

“No, it’s not. She’s a counsellor for self-development that 
involves asking the greater good in the universe for help.” Amanda 
was clearly becoming defensive.

“So,” Una said slowly.
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She had her thoughtful face on, and Jane didn’t think that was 
a good sign.

“You are best pals with this New Age guru who is working for 
the Bishop on the Beer and Cheese Festival, which you’re head 
judge of,” Una continued, “and she moves in next door to you and 
gets permission for an ugly garage to be built in a local beauty 
spot—a building that you highly disapprove of, by the way… 
And you knew nothing about it? What are the odds?”

“She’s not my best pal. I told you she was an old acquaintance,” 
Jane said.

“The odds are astronomical,” Una continued. “Totally 
astronomical.”

“She said ‘New Age guru,’” Mrs Agnew pointed to Amanda, 
“and she’s a lawyer.”

“I don’t care how astronomical the odds are,” Jane said. “I 
didn’t even know it was her until last night.”

Amanda squared up to Mrs Agnew. “Well, I’m a doctor, and I 
read her books. If I say she isn’t a New Age guru, then she isn’t!”

“Why here?” Moira’s voice broke up the sparring. Jane’s head 
twisted in her direction.

“Huh?”
“Why’d she come here? I mean, she bought a house here, so 

she must know the area.”
“Um.” Jane actually had to think about this question. A hazy, 

half-formed memory threatened to bubble up, but she quickly 
pushed it back down. This was definitely not the place to take out 
that particular memory and examine it. “Ages ago, and I mean 
ages, like maybe ten or twelve years ago, we were passing by this 
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area, on the coastal hiking path, and we came up into the valley. 
We thought it was the most beautiful place we had ever seen.” 
She shrugged awkwardly. “I suppose she liked it as much as I 
did. That trip was why I chose to come and live here. I suppose 
it must have been the same for her.” She shrugged again. “I don’t 
know why you’re all so fascinated with her. Aside from her being 
famous, I mean.”

“We weren’t at all fascinated until you came in and told us all 
about her.” Mrs Agnew sniffed again. “False prophets is what the 
Bible calls them.”

Wolf in sheep’s clothing, more like. “So what did Wendy say 
then?” Jane asked.

Moira threw her a dark look that immediately put Jane on alert. 
Amanda and Una moved away, suddenly, looking uncomfortable. 
Only Mrs Agnew stayed put, staring at her avidly.

“She was talking about Tinkers Field,” Moira said bluntly. 
“How the travellers have returned.”

Jane’s vision went white, then sparks flashed across it, pulling 
her focus back to the slabs of meat under the glass counter top.

“She went over to your place; you must’ve just missed her,” 
Moira continued, but Jane wasn’t listening. She was already out 
the door, ignoring Moira’s call of, “Here, what about your mince?”

“The wind could’ve rattled them open,” Bill Snr said over 
the hum of his cranky old water pump. His use of the modal 
auxiliary ‘could’ meant Renata had him beat. His workers were 
responsible, and he knew it; he just didn’t want to make the call 
to his insurance broker.
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“Funny how it rattled open only the windows to the room 
your men were in,” she answered drily. “The door was wide open 
too. The next-door neighbour had to go in and close them all in 
the middle of the night. You can imagine the fun.” If he put up a 
fight, she’d cudgel him with a two-by-four. She was in such foul 
form, she almost hoped he would.

“Jane?” he asked, and his cheeks mottled with ugly red 
blotches. He deflated before her eyes, all the bluster hissing out 
of him.

Oh, so you think well of her, then? Her word means something 
around here, does it?

“Ben, fetch that other pump,” he yelled. “I’ll get it all cleaned 
up, and we’ll see the damage.” The water had receded slightly, but 
the trenches dug all along her backyard were not helping it seep 
away. Her garden resembled the Somme in winter. It was hard to 
believe this was her dream, the little corner of the planet she had 
decided was her next and hopefully final home.

“Good morning!” Officer Goodall came sloshing along the 
lane, then switched to hopping over the garden fences where the 
lane had disappeared into the Sturry.

“Good morning, Officer Goodall,” she said and was surprised 
by the bright smile she received.

“Hello, Renata. I’m looking for Jane. I thought she might be 
around the back with you? God, what a mess. It looks worse in 
daylight.”

“You were here last night, then?” Bill Snr asked defensively.
“Yeah. I had to check on the lower row, but it was okay there. 

This end caught the worst of it. I mean, look at it. It’s a midden.” 
She carried on affably, oblivious of Bill’s reddening face. “Your 
guys dug up the lawn and left no sandbags. You even left the 
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house open. Just look at Jane’s place. She did all she could to 
protect it, and she knows what to do in a storm around here.”

Renata glanced over at Jane’s garden. It looked like wildebeests 
had migrated through it. It was clear where the excess flood water 
from her own property had gone. She noticed a long, woebegone 
face at the window. Jane’s greyhound eyed her warily. He dropped 
out of sight only to momentarily return with his unblinking stare and 
her silk scarf in his mouth. Renata felt her hands clench into fists at 
her sides at the sight of her thirty-quid scarf in his slobbery chops and 
only tore herself back to the conversation to witness a high point.

“And since when do you know anything about building, PC 
Wendy.” Bill Snr huffed. Wendy’s face darkened, and Renata 
realised that she hated the nickname, though Renata didn’t think 
it was deliberately used to annoy her.

“I bet I know more than your son,” she replied, snippily.
Bill Snr looked past her to bellow at two of his workmen 

struggling along the lane, carrying a heavy pump between them. 
“Get that over here quick.”

Renata had seen enough. There was nothing she could do 
here. It would take several hours for the house to be cleared. Her 
builders were clowns, and her kitchen would have to be torn out 
and redone—at Gerrard & Sons’ own expense.

“I’ll be back tomorrow once this mess is cleared,” she said, 
and headed off, not waiting for his reply. If Bishop Hegarty hadn’t 
recommended Gerrard & Sons as the best builders in the valley, 
she’d have kicked them off the job, except that she had no idea who 
to replace them with. She was in a foul mood and not pleased when 
“PC Wendy” popped up at her shoulder to walk by her side, over 
squelching lawns and lopsided fences, onto the derelict back lane.
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“Jane’s not in,” she said and looked at Renata as if she could 
spread light on the mystery. Renata grunted and preferred to 
concentrate on where she stepped next in the mire underfoot.

“Is he going to fix it, then?” Wendy asked. “Your kitchen?”
“Damn right he’s going to fix it.”
“Looks like a tear-it-out-and-start-again job to me.” Wendy 

kept pace with her. “If I buy one of your books, will you sign it?”
Again, Renata grunted in a non-committal way.
“Which one should I get? Do you have a favourite?”
“How about my latest, Motivation and Success: Finding 

the Right Mindset for Satisfaction at Work.” Then, because she 
suddenly felt mean, she softened her words with, “I should have a 
complimentary copy somewhere you could have.”

“Wow. I could do with a book like that.” Wendy actually 
chuckled, and Renata wondered why she’d worried. PC Wendy 
wouldn’t recognise a proper snub if it bit her on the ass. “I’m 
going this way.” She nodded to the left, to where she’d parked her 
car, and began to peel away.

“Me, too.” Wendy pulled her bicycle off the hedge it was 
propped against and began to wheel it along the pavement, still 
glued to Renata’s side. “I must have missed Jane by minutes. 
She’s probably out shopping.”

“Probably.”
“You didn’t see her this morning, did you?” Wendy asked 

casually.
“No.”
“So you drove back to High Wallop last night, then? That 

must have been quite a journey.”
Renata hesitated. Alien abductors probed with more delicacy 

than Wendy Goodall, and yet, she was unsure what was being 
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asked here. Did she want it known that she had spent the night on 
Jane’s couch with her bony, awkward-angled dog? Did Jane want 
it generally known? Renata had a feeling Wendy wasn’t the most 
discreet person. And why was she worrying about what Jane wanted 
anyway? It wasn’t Renata’s problem. Wendy wasn’t Renata’s 
snoopy friend.

“It was okay,” she said. The more she thought on it, the more 
it occurred to her that Jane was a reserved, private person who 
would not approve of Wendy’s questioning. It was best to stay out 
of village politics, so a vague response felt like the better option. 
“Yeah.”

“You must have had tons to talk about.” Wendy prattled on. 
“My God, Jane’s face. I’ve never seen her look like that in all my 
life. It’s hard to believe neither of you knew you were going to be 
neighbours. What a laugh.”

Renata considered playing this inherent inquisitiveness to 
her advantage. What that advantage was, or why she felt she 
needed it, she did not know. She was acting on instinct. Sneaky 
predator instinct. She was circling a blinking, baffled ostrich. 
The comparison was just: Wendy seemed to walk through life 
with her head buried neck deep in sand. “Have you known Jane 
long?”

“Since she arrived.” Wendy’s face lit up.
Oh, ho, a little bit of love interest. Renata’s inner hyena gave 

a victory yip.
“And we’ve become the best of friends,” Wendy continued. 

“I wouldn’t have gone for the community police officer job if she 
hadn’t encouraged me. I tried twice for the regulars but failed the 
entrance test. Jane helped me go for this.” She gave her bicycle a 
little shake as it rolled along beside her.
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Renata felt slightly moved by her honesty about her failings 
and the earnestness in her voice. But only slightly. I better 
remember to fetch her that book.

“Jane says if I do a good job here, then it will help my chances 
applying to the police service again later on,” Wendy said. “It 
builds up my resume, Jane says. And because I’m a local, the 
people around here trust me as their representative of the law.”

By the second ‘Jane says,’ Renata had started to zone out. 
“So, you’re a local?” She grappled for another topic. Why had she 
parked so far away?

“Yes. I’ve lived in Lesser Wallop all my life. My parents own 
The Winded Whippet. You should drop by; it’s a lovely place. 
Very olde worlde, with a big fire and great homemade food. My 
mum’s a fab cook. The tall, skinny bloke serving is Will, my twin 
brother, though we don’t look anything like each other. He works 
there on the weekends. Through the week, he has a job in one of 
the microbreweries in Cross Quays. If you go there and have your 
lunch, tell him I sent you.” Her face was wreathed in smiles at 
the idea.

“Maybe I will.” Her hire car came into view, and Renata 
relaxed. Soon she’d be on her merry way. “Do both your parents 
work there?” she snooped idly.

“Yes. Mum will be in the kitchen, and Dad does the later shift 
on the weekend so Will can go out with this girlfriend, Jill. They 
got engaged at Christmas. Why are you laughing?”

“Nothing. No reason. I’m just in an astonishingly good mood 
despite almost having my new home washed away.” And my ex 
living next door.

“You’ve a good attitude. That’s why you write all those books, 
I suppose. To teach others how to be as happy as you.” Wendy 
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swung her leg over the saddle of her bike. “Well, I’d better be off 
and find Jane before someone else tells her about her dad.”

“Is there something wrong?” The question was out before she 
could stop it.

Wendy hesitated. The tremor of an inner struggle crossed her 
face. “No. Nothing major,” she said. It sounded forced. “Nothing 
much at all.”

“Okay.” Renata nodded and looked through her bag for her keys.
“I just don’t want her to get upset.” It seemed Wendy’s inner 

struggle wasn’t over.
Renata looked up. “That’s understandable.” It was the only 

thing she could think of to say. She really wasn’t that interested. 
Really she wasn’t. “Why would she get upset?”

“Her and her dad don’t get on. Hasn’t she mentioned it?” 
Wendy sounded surprised that she knew this about Jane while her 
old friend didn’t.

Renata bristled but disguised it well. Why was she even 
having this stupid conversation? “You’re the one mentioning it. 
Jane said nothing about it last night.” And that was not a lie.

“She didn’t know last night. I only found out this morning.”
“Found out what?” Please end this interminably silly, 

interminably circular conversation and say something sensible.
“That he was back in Tinkers Field.”
“Ah.” Still no sense out of her, but it always had been a high 

hope. “I’m not a local, remember? Where and what is Tinkers 
Field?”

“A mile down road towards Cross Quays.” Wendy obediently 
pointed south towards the coast. “It’s where the travellers camp is. 
The council allocated them a special site and built a shower block 
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and everything. Keeps them out of the laybys and the beach car 
parks. The tourists don’t like ’em.”

Renata vaguely remembered a mishmash of caravans and 
camper vans behind a high hedge as she drove into the Wallop 
valley the other day. God, only the other day. It felt like years ago. 
She had definitely aged since her arrival.

She had assumed it to be a holiday park of some sort. “Her 
dad’s a Gypsy?” She damped down a fit of giggles.

“Not a Gypsy, he’s a traveller. The Gypsies are an ethnic 
minority who represent a segment of the diversity that underscores 
the social and cultural pluralism today’s police force faces.” 
Wendy began quoting from some community policing policy or 
other, and Renata quickly interrupted her

“Okay, he’s a traveller. Nothing wrong with that.” So Jane had 
become a snob as well as a bitch.

“No, there isn’t. As long as we recognise the homogenization 
such overarching terminology invokes and the potential 
stigmatising—”

“Yes, yes. I get it. He’s not from an ethnic minority, he’s 
just a bloke who lives in a caravan and moves around a lot. If he 
owned a camel, he’d be a nomad.” It was a decent enough joke, 
but Wendy just blinked at her. Renata didn’t mind. PC Wendy had 
just made her day even brighter.

“Oh, he hasn’t been moving around,” Wendy said seriously, 
“at least not for the last two years. He’s been in prison, and already 
he’s breaking his parole.”
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