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The brown envelope addressed to Annabel Lake sat on her empty chair.

Of course, it was marked confidential, but given that Annabel was home, suffering from a severe case of food poisoning, I thought it prudent to open it. After all, it could be urgent and what was in a name, anyway? Weren’t we journalists all seeking truth and justice?

The note bore today’s date but was tantalizingly unsigned. I felt a thrill of excitement. Apparently, something ‘macabre’ had been discovered at Gipping County Council Rubbish Tip, and ‘could Annabel Lake go there straight away.’

Within minutes, I had my headline: RUBBISH REVEALS ROTTING REMAINS: A VICKY HILL EXCLUSIVE! Or, should the discovery prove really grisly: GIPPING TIP TORSO TERROR.

All I had to do was persuade Pete Chambers, my boss and chief reporter of the Gipping Gazette, to give me the story.

I tapped on Pete’s office door and braced myself for the usual barrage of obscenities.

‘Who the hell is it?’ he shouted.

‘It’s Vicky.’ I opened the door a crack and waved the note and envelope at him. ‘Just got this in. Could be a big one.’

‘That’ll be the day.’ Pete sneered, gesturing for me to step through a wall of cigarette smoke into his cramped office. ‘You’ll soon learn, luv.’

I felt sorry for Pete. Somewhere along the line, he’d grown disillusioned. Apparently, this happened to a lot of middle-aged journalists who saw too much of life’s cruelties. It would never happen to me.

Pete scanned the note with a frown. ‘This is addressed to Annabel. Where the bloody hell is she?’

‘She’s got diarrhoea.’ I tried to sound sympathetic. ‘It’s really bad. Every five minutes—’

‘This is marked confidential, Vicky.’

‘I thought it looked urgent. Diarrhoea could go on for days. I’d never have opened it otherwise – honestly.’

‘Where is everyone?’

‘Tony has a cold – flu, actually – and Edward’s covering that abused sheep love-triangle case in court that could go on all week.’ I smiled. ‘But I can—’

‘No you bloody can’t.’ Pete flicked ash onto the floor. ‘You’re reporting Trewallyn’s funeral. Christ! Why did Annabel do this to me? She knew today was important.’

I wanted to point out that Annabel had not deliberately chosen to eat a dicey curry, but thought it wise to keep quiet. Besides, I knew exactly the reason for Pete’s angst – though I would never let on. He and Annabel were secretly working on something important. I’d caught snatches of ‘Biggest story Gipping has ever had,’ and ‘The report will confirm it all.’

Then, yesterday, when I brought their afternoon tea and made an innocent remark about Sir Hugh Trewallyn’s funeral, Annabel had become flustered. She’d quickly hit ‘sleep’ on her computer keyboard so I couldn’t see the screen. Honestly! How immature! Didn’t she know I was aiming to become a famous international correspondent like Christiane Amanpour? It was only a matter of time until I would find out what was going on.

‘I thought I could go via the rubbish tip on my way to the funeral,’ I ventured.

‘No.’ Pete drummed his fingers on the desk. ‘It’s Annabel’s lead, Vicky. Not yours.’

I longed to shout aloud, ‘It isn’t! It isn’t! I was here before her. It’s not fair!’ but instead, I gave a bright smile and said, ‘Just trying to help.’

‘Well, don’t.’ Pete angrily stubbed one cigarette out and lit another.

I knew this so-called report was due to be delivered today and, judging from Pete’s reaction, I guessed one of his informers would be slipping it to him on the quiet.

‘Why don’t you go? I’ll wait here for that special report,’ I said, with wide-eyed innocence.

‘Report?’ Pete snapped. ‘Did Annabel tell you?’

‘Oh, you know how she is,’ I said, airily. Annabel hadn’t said a word to me.

‘I’ve got no bloody choice, have I? My balls are in a vice.’

I pushed that image firmly to the back of my mind. Before Pete could change his, I put on my beige safari jacket – Christiane wears hers in the field all the time – and headed for the door. ‘You won’t regret it,’ I said.

‘Wait!’ Pete took a key out of his pocket, unlocked the bottom drawer of his desk, and retrieved a Nikon digital camera. ‘You’d better borrow this. Annabel tells me you don’t have one.’

‘Of course, I do! It’s being repaired,’ I said mentally cursing Annabel who always loved to make me look incompetent. Dad had given me a Canon Digital Rebel before they left for Spain, but the batch had turned out to have a faulty flash. Thanks to the barcode tracking system, I couldn’t even use the guarantee to get a replacement. It was most annoying.

‘I hope you didn’t take it to Ken’s Kamera,’ Pete said. ‘He’s worse than bloody useless.’

‘No,’ I said quickly. Of course, I had.

‘No reporter should ever be without a camera these days,’ Pete scolded, ‘Especially if it’s for the front page.’

Front page! This could be it – my lucky break! ‘What do you think I’ll find at the dump?’

‘How would I know?’ Pete snarled. ‘That’s your job.’

‘Right. Sorry.’

Pete handed me the camera. ‘Know what to ask?’

‘Who-what-when-where-how-and-why,’ I recited crisply, automatically giving Pete a nautical salute.

I hurried out of his office. With Annabel out of action, this was my long-awaited chance to prove my mettle and escape from what seemed like the never-ending world of funeral reporting.

When my parents fled the country four months ago, I moved from northern England to begin an apprenticeship with the Gipping Gazette in Devon. I imagined I’d be working on the crime desk – or recording gruesome murders at the local Magistrates’ Court. I was sorely disappointed.

Gipping-on-Plym had to be the most boring town in all of England. Divided by the River Plym, Upper Gipping, to the north, was home to toffs, wealthy farmers, and the nouveau riche – the sort of place where Dad would do a lot of business. By comparison, Lower Gipping, to the south, resembled a mining slum from a D. H. Lawrence novel. Once a bustling community that took pride in working for Trewallyn Wool and Textiles, the old factory had long closed down leaving the residents disillusioned and unemployed.

The most gripping front-page scoops from the past twenty years were framed and mounted on the walls in reception: THE FLOOD OF ’93 that closed Withybottom for two whole days; THE STAMPEDE OF ’80 when twenty-five cows escaped from a neighbouring farm and thundered through town in the dead of night; and, most exciting of all, last week’s PLYM VALLEY TOWER TRAGEDY, the latest bungle by eco-activists trying to stop Devon Satellite Bell from erecting a mobile phone transmitter on top of St Andrew’s church tower. Adopting the name ‘Eco-Warriors,’ this rogue band of troublemakers are convinced that electromagnetic waves could expose the community to dangerous radiation. Unfortunately, their candlelit protest ended when a bird’s nest caught fire, engulfing the fifteenth-century belfry in flames.

I yearned to cover real news but up to this point had done nothing other than stand outside church doors taking names of local mourners, paying particular attention to correct spelling.

The Gazette was famous for being one of the few remaining newspapers in the country to record the names of all the bereaved. It was very proud of its reputation for accuracy and attention to detail. According to my funeral log, I had attended 157 so far. It astonished me just how many old people lived – or should I say, died – in the area. I concluded it must be the countryside. Most people imagined a staple diet of fresh air and open spaces was marvellous for one’s constitution. I disagreed. As an expert on death, I believed it was the endless farmyard smells – raw pig manure being the worst – that eventually overwhelmed the elderly.

Downstairs in reception, I grabbed an umbrella from Barbara Meadows, our plump receptionist who was proud of the fact she started work here, ‘when the Beatles released “A Hard Day’s Night”’ and thrived on local gossip. It was threatening to rain – again.

‘You’re off early,’ she said. ‘Trewallyn’s funeral doesn’t start until eleven.’

‘I’m off to the rubbish tip,’ I said, unable to contain my excitement. ‘Big story down there.’

‘Oh! You don’t want to take any notice of Ronnie Binns, dear,’ Barbara said dismissively.

‘Ronnie Binns?’

‘The dustman! Such a smelly little man.’ She laughed. Barbara may think she knows everything but she doesn’t have a reporter’s instinct for hard-boiled news.

‘Always dropping in with his silly anonymous notes for Annabel. Always crying wolf. I told Annabel, if she had wanted a reliable informer, I could have listed a dozen lusty, virile men who would—’

‘Maybe this time it’s for real,’ I said, trying to ignore the unwelcome news that Annabel had her own personal informer. ‘Anyway, Pete seems to think it’s worth investigating.’

‘Suit yourself.’ Barbara shrugged. ‘Frankly, you’ve got to take anyone born in Lower Gipping with a pinch of salt.’ She dropped her voice – not that she needed to, reception was empty. ‘Such an untrustworthy sort.’ Barbara lived in The Marshes – a small section of swampland reclaimed from the River Plym and highly susceptible to flooding.

‘I’ll bear that in mind. Bye.’ I felt instantly deflated. Surely, if Pete had been aware of the note’s origins, wouldn’t he have told me not to bother? Unless he just wanted me out of the way when the report arrived?

Out in the High Street, rain fell in sharp, windy gusts. I set off at a brisk pace. The walk to the rubbish tip would take approximately twenty minutes. It was already nine thirty. Sir Hugh’s funeral was on the other side of town, so I’d have to get a move on. If only I could afford a car.

Annabel drove a new silver BMW 328i, yet we both earned the same paltry trainee salary. I suspected she had wealthy, generous parents. Perhaps her father was a banker, rather like my dad who also dealt in money – albeit somewhat unconventionally.

Unlike myself, Annabel could always afford the latest fashions. I remembered her first day at the Gazette when she turned up dressed in Dolce & Gabbana low-rider jeans exposing a naked, perfectly toned midriff with pierced navel. A cropped, matching jacket accentuated her voluptuous figure. Pete was so shocked he nearly swallowed his cigarette. Even Wilf Veysey, our reclusive editor, made a rare appearance from his corner office to see what all the fuss was about. He declared it was unprofessional to expose so much flesh in public despite Annabel’s protests that she’d always found her choice of attire a journalistic asset. Much to Pete’s sorrow, Annabel was sent home to change.

As I splashed through the puddled streets of the small market town, greeting everyone I passed with a smile – a reporter could never have too many contacts – it was hard not to dwell on my rival. Initially, I’d been looking forward to making a friend. We’d talk about boyfriends – even though I’d never really had one. We’d spend our free time getting drunk at The Three Tuns on Friday nights or going clubbing in Plymouth.

The moment Annabel arrived I realized friendship was the furthest thing from her mind. From the start, she made it clear she did not see me as her equal, even though we were the same age. She repeatedly rejected my suggestions that we eat our sandwiches together in the park, preferring to hang around Pete and reapply her lipstick.

I never wore makeup. There was no time for vanity in the front line. I favoured warm clothes and comfortable shoes. As an ex-Girl Guide, I always liked to be prepared. Tucked in one of my safari jacket pockets, I carried a Swiss Army knife, a flash-light, and a whistle.

It made no difference to Annabel that I started at the newspaper months before she had. As the most junior, it should have been her responsibility to make the tea for all of us. Instead, I was still doing it. Annabel had claimed it was too dangerous for her to go down the steep, rickety stairs to the basement where our makeshift kitchenette harboured a cracked porcelain sink, gas water heater, and small refrigerator.

Announcing she was allergic to gas fumes, Annabel had insisted that Pete accompany her to check the equipment for leaks. They were gone for at least half an hour and, when they did reappear, Annabel looked smug and claimed making tea would be a health risk for her lungs. Pete, red in the face, held a copy of a newspaper in front of his crotch. The headline read UNEXPECTED HEAT WAVE CAUSES RUPTURE IN TANK, which I thought highly apt under the circumstances.

Of course, I realized what had gone on in the basement! The birds and the bees were no mystery to me. My mum had warned me how men, confined in small spaces with big-breasted girls, could rarely control themselves. Promptly, I pushed the image of Pete and Annabel away. I was finally embarking on my first real reporting job and, until it turned out to be a hoax, refused to dwell on such frivolities.

The note said the discovery was ‘macabre’. This was a strange word. It conjured up horrible scenes from Voodoo Vixens, the thriller I finished reading late last night. In the book, the word macabre is used to describe the grotesque voodoo dolls and mutilated chickens that littered the jungle floor. Perhaps one had made its way from darkest Africa to Lower Gipping? I really hoped so.

As I turned onto Refuse Dump Drive, my stomach filled with butterflies. No doubt the place would be seething with ill-mannered onlookers, anxious to enjoy other people’s tragedies. I suspected the police would have cordoned off the area with blue and white tape, like they did on telly.

I steadied myself for what horrors lay ahead. To my annoyance, the tip showed no sign of any activity at all. It looked like Barbara was right.

The giant, iron gates were closed and padlocked, though frankly, the broken, rusty fence surrounding the tip would never deter a determined trespasser. Other than a muddy dustcart – emblazoned with the logo, GIPPING COUNTY COUNCIL: REFUSE WE WON’T REFUSE – parked alongside a trailer, the place was deserted. I felt a stab of disappointment, but reminded myself that I still had a job to do. I headed for the trailer – a soulless box on wheels, which I presumed to be the site office.

‘Gipping Gazette!’ I called out, feeling a sudden thrill of importance. I knocked smartly on the door. ‘Press!’

‘Won’t be a moment,’ shouted a male voice from inside.

I waited for what seemed like aeons.

The door flew open. ‘Morning,’ said a wiry, balding man in his early sixties. He was dressed in dirty gabardine overalls and thigh-high rubber boots that looked too snug for comfort.

‘Ronnie Binns?’ I asked, trying not to gag as a vision of Ronnie and Annabel passionately kissing flashed before my eyes.

‘Who are you?’ Ronnie’s voice was edged with suspicion. ‘Where’s Annabel Lake?’

‘Vicky Hill,’ I said, offering my hand and swiftly withdrawing it again as I was practically poleaxed by a boiled-cabbage like stench that surrounded him like atmosphere. Barbara was right again.

‘Annabel’s ill,’ I said pleasantly. ‘The Gazette sent me instead.’ This was perfectly true.

‘Oh, aye.’ Ronnie wiped his nose with the back of his hand and looked me up and down with what seemed like ill-disguised lust. ‘I suppose you’ll do. Same arrangement?’

I felt my face grow hot. There was no question of any form of payment, bodily or otherwise, with this revolting little person.

Dad had told me a lot about handling informers, particularly those who seemed too cocky: first, never feel intimidated; second, never pay up front; and third, be willing to walk away.

‘I’m afraid not,’ I said firmly. ‘The deal has changed.’

‘A deal’s a deal,’ Ronnie said flatly. ‘No money. No story. Good day to you.’ Ronnie neatly stepped back inside and tried to shut the door. I slipped my foot into the crack.

‘Let’s not be hasty, Mr Binns!’ I said, immensely cheered by the knowledge that sex was off the menu. ‘As you can imagine, we have a lot of loyal readers willing to tip off their favourite newspaper. For free.’ This was probably true. ‘In exchange, they get a special thanks for looking out for the community. Sometimes, their name even gets in the paper.’

‘That’s their lookout.’ Ronnie pushed the door hard against my foot. ‘Excuse me, but I’ve a phone call to make.’

God! He’s going to call Annabel. ‘I wouldn’t do that,’ I said quickly. ‘She’s very ill. She might even be in a coma.’

‘I wasn’t going to call her,’ Ronnie said. ‘I’m sure another newspaper will be interested in what I found yesterday. It’s your loss.’

Blast! What an infuriating little man, I thought, but instead gave an indulgent chuckle. ‘Oh, Mr Binns, I haven’t come about whatever you found at the tip.’

‘You haven’t?’ Ronnie blinked. ‘What do you want, then?’

I paused trying to think up another reason. ‘I’m afraid it’s come to our editor’s notice that some of the stories you have brought to our attention are a load of codswallop.’

‘Who said that?’

‘Who do you think?’

Ronnie’s eyes flashed. ‘She told me what passed between us was private.’

‘Ah, well, Annabel’s new and overenthusiastic,’ I said cheerfully. ‘Just take this visit as a friendly warning, Mr Binns. We love the public to tip us off, but one can cry wolf too many times! Nice to meet you. Must be off. Bye.’ I turned to go, one ear ready for the inevitable.

‘Wait! Come back here!’ Ronnie shouted, hurrying after me. ‘Cry wolf! No one calls me a liar.’

I stopped. ‘Mr Binns, you’re wasting Gazette time. I’m afraid I just can’t pay you.’

‘It’s not about the money! It’s about respect!’ Ronnie seemed genuinely upset. ‘No one insults the Binns’s family name and gets away with it!’

‘If you feel you really want to tell me, then go ahead. I’m all ears.’ I whipped out my reporter notebook and mentally prepared my routine list of questions.

‘And no cops. This is between you and me.’

I heartily agreed with that remark, having heard my father say countless times, ‘The only good copper is a dead copper.’ Personally, I wouldn’t go quite that far, but I did view the police with somewhat of a jaundiced eye.

‘Where exactly is it now?’

‘Like I said, in there.’ He gestured towards the locked gates.

‘When did it happen?’

‘Like I said, yesterday.’

‘What is it?’

Ronnie paused, and gave me a strange look. ‘It’s the work of the devil. That’s what it is.’

Blast! What a complete waste of time. These country folk saw the devil everywhere. I went on with my next question out of pure habit. ‘How did you find it?’

‘Like I said, picking up at The Grange.’

‘Trewallyn’s place?’ What a small world, I thought, considering my next port of call was Sir Hugh’s funeral. Rumours were flying about Sir Hugh’s body being found mysteriously spread-eagled in the middle of a yew hedge on the estate. I thought the idea of foul play rather far-fetched.

Sir Hugh was seventy-five, which was a perfectly acceptable age to go. He was a notorious hedge-jumper – the local pastime – and probably suffered a heart attack whilst attempting a jump at a particularly challenging, large yew. I reminded myself it was important for a reporter not to make assumptions until I’d gathered all the facts, which I would have following the service later today.

‘Do you want to see it?’ Ronnie whispered as he extracted a key from his pocket and gestured for me to follow him.

I shrugged. ‘If we’re quick.’

We stopped outside the padlocked gates.

BEEP! BEEP! BEEEEEP!

The car horn startled me. I spun around, momentarily blinded as a pair of flashing headlights filled my vision.

Ronnie stood transfixed as a silver BMW barrelled towards us. He spun to face me, his expression filled with accusation. ‘You told me she was at death’s door!’

Blast! It was Annabel.
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‘Thank God you’re alive!’ I said, opening Annabel’s car door. ‘She’s alive! It’s a miracle!’ I yelled out to Ronnie who was standing over by the open gates with a face like thunder.

‘For heaven’s sake, Vicky, you’re such a hypochondriac!’ Annabel sneered. ‘It was just a touch of food poisoning. You’ll never survive out in the field if you’re worried about little things like that.’

‘I’m not—’

‘I’ll take over now.’ Annabel checked her reflection in the rear view mirror. With her auburn hair (Nice ’n Easy Natural Copper Red), she looked pale and beautiful. She was wearing another new outfit – an indecently short, denim miniskirt and leather bomber jacket – obviously for Ronnie Binns’s benefit. ‘Is there a loo around here?’

‘I think there’s one in the office.’ I know it sounded uncharitable, but I couldn’t help hoping she’d suffer a hideous relapse.

‘Haven’t you got a funeral to go to?’ Annabel opened the glove box and retrieved an envelope that, to my practised eye, looked thick with banknotes.

‘You don’t have to pay Mr Binns,’ I declared. Ronnie was striding towards us flushed with self-righteous indignation. ‘He says he’s happy to give us information for free.’

‘Nothing is for free, Vicky.’ Lowering her voice, she added in a voice heavy with menace, ‘And if you ever try to steal one of my stories again, I’ll make sure you’re fired.’

‘Pete sent me. He thought you’d be on your back for days,’ I said. Pointing to the office camera swinging around my neck, I added, ‘He even loaned me the Nikon digital.’

‘Well, really!’ Annabel seemed annoyed but switched to fullblown charm as Ronnie – and his fragrance of boiled cabbages – joined us. ‘Ronnie darling! How lovely to see you.’ I noted her effusive greeting did not extend to a warm embrace.

Ronnie’s eyes zeroed in on the envelope clutched in Annabel’s hand. He threw me a look of triumph, ‘Is that for—?’

‘Excellent. You remembered.’ I snatched the envelope from Annabel’s grasp, thrust it into my pocket, and drew her to one side. ‘You do realize that everyone at the Gazette knows his tips are pure invention,’ I whispered.

Annabel didn’t answer. No doubt she was feeling foolish for paying for the old man’s ramblings.

‘I feel a bit peculiar.’ Annabel started doing little bunny hops on the spot.

‘Don’t. We all make mistakes. He’s not worth it.’ I glanced over at Ronnie who was glowering at me. If looks could kill, I’d be six feet under.

‘I haven’t got all day,’ he shouted. ‘Do you want to see it or not?’

‘Be right there!’ I cried. Turning back to Annabel, I shared one of Dad’s pieces of wisdom. ‘You’re far too trusting. Never pay for information first.’

‘You don’t know what you’re . . .’ Annabel trailed off and closed her eyes tightly. A grimace spread over her face.

Good grief! Had the woman no spine? If she were intimidated by the likes of Ronnie Binns, she’d never be able to deal with squealers from organized crime.

‘Don’t worry,’ I said, ‘I won’t tell Pete about your financial arrangement with the dustman.’

‘You silly cow.’ Annabel clenched her fists and suddenly froze. ‘Toilet. Got to . . . oh God . . .’ and darted in the direction of the trailer. She wrenched open the door and disappeared inside.

‘Is she going to be long?’ grumbled Ronnie as he adjusted his thigh-high waders with a pained groan. ‘I was up at four and still have Cowley Street to do.’

How I yearned to leave them both to it, but Ronnie was bound to tell Annabel I’d told him he was off the payroll. She’d be furious with me for interfering. I felt the envelope in my pocket, half tempted to give it to him anyway and be done with it. But, of course, I couldn’t do that. Family principles ran deep. The Hills never paid for information without proof first.

‘Better wait for Annabel.’

We lapsed into an uncomfortable silence. I could feel Ronnie’s eyes boring into me.

‘I know who you are,’ he suddenly announced. ‘You’re the young lass lodging at Mrs Poultry’s place in Rumble Lane!’

‘Yes,’ I said, warily, happy to change the subject but wondering what my landlady had been saying about me. ‘Why?’

‘She’s a good sort.’

‘Mrs Poultry is wonderful, isn’t she?’ I wondered if we were talking about the same person. ‘Heart of gold.’

‘Generous.’

I let that one go. Clearly, our definitions of generous were worlds apart. I recalled the weak tea at breakfast with one slice of toast; the ‘kitchen closed after 6.00 p.m. rule’, which meant I rarely had the chance to make myself a hot meal at night.

To add insult to injury, Mrs Poultry ran a special event agency called Cradle to Coffin Catering. One of the few perks I enjoyed after working a funeral was being invited back to the house for cold cuts and fruitcake. Given that my landlady usually supplied these delicacies, she always complained I was eating her profits.

‘Her dustbins are a joy to empty,’ Ronnie said. ‘You can tell a lot about a person by the way they treat their rubbish.’

‘Mrs Poultry certainly loves a clean dustbin,’ I agreed.

‘Does she ever . . . like . . . talk about me?’ he asked shyly. Surely he didn’t fancy that dour old battle-axe? Yet who am I to cast judgment? My mum always says, ‘There’s someone for everyone.’

‘Mrs Poultry says you’re reliable,’ I said.

‘Reliable, see?’ Ronnie thumped his chest. ‘She’d never accuse me of crying wolf! She’d believe me!’ With that, he spun on his heel and stormed back to the open gates shouting, ‘The devil’s at work here in Gipping, and I’m going to prove it!’

What if he was right? I couldn’t risk Annabel snagging a front-page scoop beneath my very eyes. I trotted after Ronnie, positive that Christiane Amanpour would have done the same in similar circumstances.

The stench of rotting garbage was overpowering. How could anyone work here? The rain of the past few weeks had turned the narrow muddy paths between the towering stacks of rubbish into a quagmire.

We sloshed past piles of abandoned household articles – mattresses, dozens of rusting prams, and old refrigerators.

‘Over there,’ said Ronnie, pointing to a rough clearing among the debris. I could make out a small shape under a piece of black plastic.

My heart began to pound faster with the wildest hope that even if it wasn’t a body, it could be part of one. I steeled myself. A head, though shocking, would look terrific on page one.

‘Wait!’ I heard a shout and looked around. Annabel was attempting to catch up in kitten-heel shoes. Mud was spattering up her bare legs and she was slipping all over the place.

‘Vicky! Wait for me!’ she screamed. ‘This is my story.’

Ronnie bent down and whipped off the plastic.

Three white fluffy birds lay in a heap.

‘Chickens.’ I felt a stab of disappointment. All that fuss for nothing. ‘Just chickens.’

‘They’re not just any old chickens.’ Ronnie poked at the pile with the toe of his boot and flipped one of the unfortunate creatures over. ‘Blood’s been completely drained out, see?’

I knelt down to take a closer look. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled.

‘Their throats have been cut, see?’ said Ronnie. ‘Usually you just chop their heads off, but someone’s gone to a lot of trouble here. If you ask me, that’s not normal.’

He was right. Each fragile neck had a neat slice, yet there wasn’t even a speck of blood on their snowy white feathers.

Apparently, Ronnie Binns had some expertise in chicken killing. ‘First, you take your chicken,’ he began, ‘and you string it up by the legs—’

‘Where are their legs?’ I said alarmed. Each chicken was minus vital limbs. Ronnie was right to describe this spectacle as macabre. It reminded me of the curse scene in chapter four of Voodoo Vixens – with one vital ingredient missing: a voodoo doll. The Vixens’s trademark signature.

‘You’re right to bring this to our attention, Mr Binns.’ I reached for my camera.

‘No, stop!’ Annabel stumbled towards us and stood staring at the pathetic wretches in silence.

At last, she gestured for Ronnie to replace the plastic. ‘Sorry to waste your time, Mr Binns.’

‘What?’ I was astonished.

Ronnie scratched his head – he seemed to often do this – dandruff, possibly, or worse. Head lice? ‘She doesn’t think so.’

‘Vicky doesn’t know what she’s talking about.’ Annabel’s tone was crisp. ‘The Gazette appreciates you calling, but there is no story here.’ Annabel turned on her heel and began to slosh her way back towards the car. ‘Come along, Vicky.’

‘I’ll walk,’ I said, anxious to have another word with Ronnie. Obviously Annabel had not read Voodoo Vixens.

‘Nonsense, it’s going to rain. I’ll give you a lift,’ she demanded, adding darkly, ‘And besides, I want a word with you.’

The last thing I wanted to do was be trapped in Annabel’s car getting a lecture. But a glance at my watch – Dad said it was a genuine Christian Dior – told me I needed a lift back to Middle Gipping.

‘I’ll be back later,’ I whispered to Ronnie, fighting the urge to give him the money, after all. ‘Please don’t go to another paper. I believe you.’

He rewarded me with a gap-toothed smile, ‘Tell your lovely landlady I said hello.’

Back at the car, I found Annabel carefully rearranging the dealership paper in both foot wells.

‘Keep your feet on this,’ she said. ‘The carpet’s new.’

We drove up the muddy lane, slick with garbage residue. Annabel, cursing under her breath, did her best to steer around numerous, rain-filled potholes.

After some minutes, she heaved a big sigh. ‘Vicky, Vicky, Vicky. What am I going to do with you?’

‘Pete told me to come.’ I felt six years old.

‘You had no business opening a confidential letter,’ Annabel scolded. ‘Ronnie’s not always a reliable informer, but he still belongs to me.’

‘The money—’

‘Is mine. Pete gives me a small allowance for these little incidentals.’

I felt jealous. Annabel had an expense account. I didn’t.

‘Which reminds me, the envelope, please.’ Annabel took one hand off the steering wheel and held it out, palm side up. ‘I wouldn’t want Pete to think you’ve been stealing money as well as stories from me.’

Her insult left me speechless. I may have inherited many Hill traits, but theft was not one of them.

‘I suggest you forget all about Ronnie Binns and the chickens.’ Annabel laughed. ‘I mean, the countryside is full of them – dead or otherwise.’

I glanced over at my rival. A complacent smile was on her face. She thought she had me fooled. Fat chance! It was clear to me that whatever the chickens meant to Annabel, she was determined not to share her theories with me.

It was nearly ten fifteen. ‘Do you mind dropping me off at the church?’ If I walked from the Gazette, I’d never make Sir Hugh’s funeral in time.

‘No can do. I’ve got to get back to the office.’ Annabel pulled a face. ‘You really must learn to manage your time.’

‘If it’s for Pete,’ I said, adding pointedly, ‘there’s no rush. He’s going to wait for that special report.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Annabel turned pink.

I yawned, feigning indifference. ‘He told me everything.’

‘Pete told you about the coroner’s report?’

This was an interesting piece of information. A coroner’s report put a completely different slant on matters. ‘Why wouldn’t he tell me?’

‘I don’t believe it!’ she snorted. ‘Typical man.’

‘I’ve never seen Pete so agitated,’ I said, warming to my theme.

‘Well, who wouldn’t be?’ Annabel said with a sniff. ‘If anyone found out, it could cost him his job.’

The plot was thickening! Getting access to a coroner’s report before the inquest was illegal. ‘Bit risky, isn’t it?’ I said.

‘Of course it is, but this is a very special circumstance.’

I did a mental check of who had died recently and could only conclude it had something to do with Sir Hugh.

‘Poor old Trewallyn.’ I bluffed. ‘It’ll be good for us to know the truth.’

Annabel’s look was pure spite. ‘Pete gave this story to me, Vicky.’

So it was connected to Sir Hugh! My hunch was spot on. It seems I have a natural gift for getting information out of people without having to resort to bribery, blackmail, or physical torture.

‘Of course it’s your story,’ I said, savouring the rare moment that Annabel’s feathers were so decisively ruffled. ‘I’ll keep my eyes peeled when I go to The Grange after the service and interview the family.’

‘Change of plan.’ Annabel shot me a triumphant look and tossed her hair. ‘His wife didn’t want press at the after-service reception, so Pete and I are going tomorrow morning – once we’ve studied the report, of course.’

I felt as if she had punched me in the stomach. All efforts at being civil vanished. ‘You? Why? I do all the funerals. In fact, stop the car. I can walk from here.’ I needed to be alone. ‘Stop the car, now.’

‘Don’t be childish. It’s going to rain.’

‘It’s only drizzling.’ The heavens opened, and rain thundered onto the windscreen. I bit my lip in frustration. This was a serious downpour.

Annabel reached over and gave my knee a condescending pat. ‘I’ll take you to the church, you silly thing.’

I was livid. Pete should be taking me to the interview. Funerals were my speciality. I went to the church; I took the names at the door and waited for the service to end; and I trooped back to the house for tea and fruitcake, mingled with the mourners, and got the obituary interview. Funerals were my kingdom.

It just wasn’t fair. Suddenly I hated Gipping. I hated the dreariness of country life. I felt trapped and depressed.

‘Come on, don’t sulk,’ Annabel said. ‘Which church is it?’

‘St Peter’s the Martyr,’ I said, easily identifying with said saint’s character trait. ‘Turn left here.’

Annabel swung the BMW down a narrow lane flanked by towering yew hedgerows that marked the church boundary. We pulled into an empty gravel car park in front of a twelfth-century, grey stone, Norman church.

St Peter’s the Martyr was in Upper Gipping. It boasted the largest cemetery in South East Devon and was jammed with medieval memorials, lichen-covered headstones dating from the seventeenth century, and marble family crypts. Quite simply, it was the place to be buried.

The rain ceased as quickly as it had begun. Annabel stopped in front of the wooden lych-gate. ‘There, you see – plenty of time. All that worrying for nothing,’ she said. ‘Are you sure it’s the right place? There’s no one here.’

‘Yet,’ I snapped. ‘No one here, yet. It’s important to be early.’

‘Oh God, look!’ Annabel’s mouth dropped open in awe. ‘Over there!’

A sleek black Porsche was parked farther up the lane in the shadow of the hedge.

‘Exactly my point,’ I said. ‘That car could belong to a mourner.’

‘I would do anything for a ride in a car like that,’ gushed Annabel. ‘Be an angel and make sure you find out whose it is.’

‘Don’t get too excited,’ I said, opening the door. ‘They won’t be from round here.’

‘Vicky, wait.’ Annabel grabbed my arm, digging her scarlet painted nails into my safari jacket. ‘Look, I know you started at the Gazette ages before me—’

‘Three months, actually—’

‘Oh! Is it really as long as that?’ Annabel’s look of surprise did not fool me for a minute. ‘What I am trying to say is that journalism is a tough world. Tough, tough, tough! We have to look out for number one, but we can still be friends. Hmmm?’

‘Absolutely.’ I gave her a brittle, totally insincere smile and shook her hand off my arm. ‘Thanks for the lift.’

‘And don’t forget about the driver of that Porsche.’ Annabel gave a seductive wriggle. ‘I can’t resist a man who drives a sports car.’

‘Must go now. Hope the diarrhoea clears up.’ I slammed the door hard, pushed open the gate, and stormed up the brick herringbone pathway towards the church vestibule. I was sick of hearing about Annabel’s obsession with sports cars – or rather, their drivers.

I, too, was curious about who owned the Porsche. Gipping rarely attracted flashy visitors. The town had its fair share of tourists, but most came from the East End of London or from the industrial cities of the north. I wondered what had brought the driver to such a remote corner of rural England out of season. Perhaps he was a long-lost relative of Sir Hugh’s, come to claim his inheritance?

I cast around for a glimpse of the mysterious driver. Perhaps he was already in the church, praying to the Lord Our Saviour? I peeped inside, inhaling the comforting smell of musty prayer books and brass cleaner, but, apart from the floral tributes that lined the aisle from font to pulpit, the place was empty.

Outside, I scanned the churchyard. Funerals could be harrowing at the best of times. Perhaps he had sneaked off for a soothing cigarette?

My instincts were spot on. Lurking by the hedge, a man stood smoking. Dressed in a long black trench coat, he had short black hair and wore sunglasses. It was hard to tell from this distance but he bore a striking resemblance to Pierce Brosnan.

After a moment’s hesitation, I decided to walk over and get his name – not to satisfy Annabel’s curiosity, but to get a head start on my mourner list. If strangers were expected to attend, it could get busy. Retrieving my reporter notebook from my jacket pocket, I gave him a cheery wave and set off across the damp grass. To my surprise, he turned abruptly on his heel and disappeared through a hole in the hedge.

How unbelievably rude! Hadn’t anyone any idea how much skill was involved in recording these names? Spelling was vital. The integrity of the newspaper was at stake. Many a time the Gazette had to print embarrassing apologies for a misspelling or omitted participant or – far more heinous – a participant who had been recorded as present but who turned out to have a longstanding feud with the deceased, and, declared he or she, ‘Wouldn’t be seen dead at old Johnson’s funeral.’

Gipping-on-Plym was rife with petty grudges – usually over cattle or wayward second cousins, caught en flagrante in semipublic places. I felt frustrated. This was destined to be a very trying morning – especially as the appearance of the man in black suggested there could be mourners from all around the country attending who would be unfamiliar with funeral format.

Cars started to arrive in the car park to disgorge occupants dressed in sombre shades of grey, black, and dark navy. They trickled up the path towards the church where I eagerly waited, pen in hand and notebook flipped open. My expression was a nice blend, I hoped, of attentive, yet respectful, professionalism.

Fortunately, the local mourners knew the drill. They helped those who were visiting to carefully spell their names for me. In the few moments when I was not wrestling with some extraordinary spelling, my thoughts returned to those poor, mutilated chickens. Why were they found at The Grange? My mum always says, ‘There is no such thing as coincidence.’

As the belfry clock struck eleven, the funeral motorcade arrived.

‘Hello, young Vicky,’ boomed the Reverend Whittler, whose habit of materializing from thin air I always found unnerving. ‘We really must stop meeting like this. People will talk!’

I smiled weakly and caught a waft of pear drops and whisky on his bream. Whittler’s attempts at being racy always made me uncomfortable. Tall and thin, with his hawk like nose and long, black hooded cape, he reminded me more of the Grim Reaper than a man of God.

Clapping his hands sharply, Whittler shouted, ‘Come along, come along, ladies and gentlemen. Please take your seats.’

Obediently, the mourners trooped up the path and entered the church.

Whittler turned to me with a hopeful smile. ‘Are you joining us for the service today?’

Pierce Brosnan had still not passed by. ‘Can’t afford to miss any last-minute stragglers,’ I said. ‘But I’ll be with you in spirit.’

Pallbearers dressed in pinstriped trousers, black mourning coats, and top hats carefully dragged the coffin, laden with white chrysanthemums, out of the back of the hearse.

Lady Trewallyn rose majestically from one of the sedans. I’d heard that Sir Hugh’s second wife was younger, but had not expected someone in her early thirties.

She was wearing an elegant black designer suit with jaunty hat and veil. Even from this distance, I could see the scarlet slash of lipstick through the net fabric, and thought she resembled a film star from the forties.

A handful of fawning locals fussed around the widow, in preparation for the slow procession up the path and into the church.

Whittler retrieved a small silver whistle from a hidden pocket, and blew three sharp peeps. On cue, the ancient pipe organ lumbered into life and began the dour opening chords of Chopin’s Funeral March.

I scanned the churchyard once more – still no sign of Pierce Brosnan. Then, to my astonishment, I caught a glimpse of a familiar figure emerging from the shadows close to where I’d first spotted my mystery man.

I’d recognize that brown tweed coat and matching cloche hat anywhere.

It was my landlady, Mrs Poultry.

Her appearance was puzzling. Not only was she a self-proclaimed atheist, she should have been at The Grange laying out the finger buffet.

To my surprise, Mrs Poultry did not even look in the direction of the church. Instead, she crept stealthily alongside the hedge towards the ornate iron railings that enclosed a small, domed mausoleum – the Trewallyn family crypt.

Flanked by granite pillars, the bronze door stood invitingly open. Engraved above the doorway was the family motto: HOMO PROPONIT, SED DEUS DISPONIT – ‘Man proposes, God disposes’. For a ghastly moment, I thought she was actually going to go inside, but instead, she headed over to a large hawthorn bush a few feet away.

Mesmerized, I watched Mrs Poultry drop to her knees. With lightning speed – all the more extraordinary given her advanced years and chronic arthritis – she crawled beneath its branches and vanished from sight.
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Half an hour and two hymns later, I realized Mrs Poultry was not coming out. At one point I considered the wisdom of going over to the bush to say a friendly hello but, recalling the surreptitious approach to her hiding place, I guessed she wanted to remain unseen. Everyone grieves differently.

There was no sign of Pierce Brosnan, either. It was relatively easy to watch both hedge and bush from inside the church vestibule, which also afforded an excellent view of the mausoleum.

I stamped my feet to keep warm and mused over my landlady. What on earth she was doing under there was anyone’s guess. Our paths only crossed at breakfast – served between 7.45 and 8.15 a.m. – and occasionally in the evening, when I was using the bathroom and bumped into her on the landing.

I had found the furnished room in Rumble Lane via the classifieds in the Gazette. It was on the outskirts of Middle Gipping, a convenient fifteen-minute walk to the office.

As with most attic rooms, the eaves sloped from ceiling to floor. Light came from a tiny dormer window above a built-in wooden cupboard, which housed a noisy water tank. I had a narrow iron bed; child-size desk, small chair, and a metal dress rack on wheels that served as a wardrobe. Behind the door was a plastic chest of drawers in a hideous shade of salmon pink. I kept telling myself it was a temporary arrangement until I could afford my own flat.

My mind drifted to Ronnie Binns and his odd comment that Mrs Poultry was always clean and that her dustbins were a joy to empty. It didn’t surprise me. Mrs Poultry’s house was sparsely furnished. There were no knickknacks or mementos. My landlady was meticulous about her appearance and never had a grey hair out of place, making her foray into the mud and under the bush so out of character.

Why did Mrs Poultry mention me to the dustman? For a ghastly moment I wondered if news of my parents’ exile had got out and she’d heard of the reward for their arrest. Perhaps she’d found the waterproof plastic box I had hidden in the water tank, and discovered the two postcards from Mum in Spain? My stomach began to churn at the implications.

I gave myself a sharp slap to the forehead with my notebook. Pull yourself together, Vicky! Perhaps I was right about Ronnie being infatuated with Mrs Poultry? Just because you reach a certain age doesn’t mean the heart is not capable of great passions. He’d certainly been praising my landlady’s virtues with unexpected enthusiasm. I didn’t know anything about her past, but assumed she had been married – though I could be wrong. Spinsters are notoriously defensive about being left on the shelf and dying a virgin. Why not invent a dead husband?

I turned my speculations to Pierce Brosnan. It seemed he was not going to reappear, either. Clearly, he could not be a mourner, after all. Unless he was some kind of funeral pervert who enjoyed witnessing other people’s grief. As I grew older, the more I saw of the world and the more funerals I attended, I realized how fleeting life really was. With global warming, viral pandemics, and biological warfare an all-too-real threat, who knew when the end would come? This chilling thought made me realize even I could die an old maid if I didn’t get a move on.

I could only think of one eligible man to do the deed – Dave Randall, the hedge-jumping champion, whom I met last Sunday. I was just about to dwell on his manly virtues when an extraordinary thought struck me. Wasn’t Sir Hugh’s body discovered in a hedge? Wasn’t he a passionate jumper? Surely, hedge-jumping was a relatively small world. Why wasn’t Dave present, right now, paying his respects to one of his kinfolk?

It was an interesting lead, and one of which Annabel was totally unaware. Dave would become my personal informer. If Annabel had one, why shouldn’t I? If Dave and I ended up in the bedroom, so be it – to say nothing of killing two birds with one stone.

The hymn, ‘Blessed Are the Pure in Heart,’ signalled the end of the service. In a few minutes, the mourners would emerge. I took one last look at the bush and decided Mrs Poultry was either prostrate with grief or had taken a morning nap.

Positioning myself outside behind a stone buttress, I watched Whittler lead the procession towards the Trewallyn crypt tucked in the corner of the churchyard.

I scanned the grounds, startled to see Pierce Brosnan again, lurking in the shadows of the hedge.

To my annoyance, he made his way there, too. I knew it was inappropriate for me to tear over and get his name at such a late stage. Any further thoughts vanished as I watched the man barge through the crowd. Bold as brass, he positioned himself mere inches in front of Lady Trewallyn’s face. She froze, caught off guard. The man calmly lifted her veil.

There was a deathly pause. Neither of them moved. You could have heard the proverbial pin drop. The mourners seemed flabbergasted at such an appalling lack of propriety.

Suddenly, Pierce Brosnan cupped Lady Trewallyn’s chin and kissed her violently on the mouth. The onlookers gasped with disbelief and horrified delight. I felt a familiar tingle in my loins – though not for long. Lady Trewallyn abruptly came to her senses. She pushed him away roughly and began to scream.

The astonished spectators did nothing but gawk as the man turned away and sauntered back towards the hedge. Lady Trewallyn, screeching like a banshee, kicked off her high heels and sprinted after him. Her athleticism was staggering. Within seconds, she’d caught up, whereupon she launched herself at his retreating back, flinging her arms around his neck and lifting her feet off the ground – probably hoping her weight would topple them both into the mud.

Lady Trewallyn might be fleet of foot, but he was definitely stronger. In one fluid motion, the man grabbed her hands from around his neck. He did a little jump and splayed his legs, then tossed her over his right shoulder. She landed hard on her bottom without so much as a cry. It was an excellent judo move.

The mourners remained in total shock as the man melted through the hedge and disappeared. Then, all chaos broke loose. Everyone, except the vicar, ran towards Lady Trewallyn, who had already got to her feet. Dismissing all efforts of assistance, she simply adjusted her hat, gave no more than a cursory glance at the mud stains on her skirt, and limped back towards the crypt where Whittler – who ran a strict timetable – had been continuing with the service alone.

I tore down the path and into the lane just as an engine’s throaty roar indicated the mystery man was making his getaway. I thought my heart was going to burst with excitement as the black Porsche – with tinted windows and no licence plate – sped past.

The Porsche stopped briefly at the main road before turning left towards the wilds of Dartmoor and disappearing from sight.

As I returned to the churchyard, I had an epiphany. Lady Trewallyn – young, beautiful, and fit – had killed her elderly husband for his money. Pierce Brosnan was her lover and accomplice.

Predictably, now the old man was dead, she no longer needed her paramour’s services, and – typical man – he wasn’t going to take rejection lying down.

In a town where everyone knew everything, it shouldn’t be too difficult to find out Pierce Brosnan’s true identity.

As my mum would say, strike while the iron is hot, which is exactly what I proposed to do.
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