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			1

			It was one of those mornings when Ali was waylaid the moment she left the house. 

			‘Sergeant Wren!’ Roger Felton hurried along the lane towards her. ‘How fortunate. I wasn’t sure I’d find you at home.’

			‘Actually, I’m just heading off.’

			Undeterred, he continued to advance, his eye on the springer spaniel at Ali’s side. ‘My word, Officer Wilson – don’t you look smart as new paint!’ The dog wagged his tail. 

			‘We’re due at Skipden,’ Ali pointed out. ‘The station. So…’

			‘What it is to be on the frontline, eh, boy?’ Roger fussed over Wilson. ‘Fighting crime at every turn. No peace for the wicked!’

			‘A meeting,’ Ali persisted. ‘With the Chief Super.’ Making what was a routine catch-up sound like pressing police business in the hope Roger might just take the hint.

			He aimed a bright smile at her. ‘Indeed. Well, I won’t delay you. Although… now I’m here, I wonder… might you have time for a very quick word?’   

			Roger was not known for keeping things brief. If Ali invited him in, getting him to leave again might prove tricky.  

			‘I will be concise,’ he said, sensing her hesitation. 

			Ali relented. ‘Of course.’ It might be important, after all. ‘Although, I do need to be off fairly soon.’ She would hear him out and send him on his way. No idle chit-chat, and definitely no coffee.  

			‘Yes, yes, I quite understand,’ Roger agreed.  

			She led the way back along the front path to the cottage, Roger stopping to admire the jasmine cascading over the front wall of Larkspur (‘Ours is nowhere near as impressive! Oh! Is that viburnum?’). Just getting him to the front door was taking longer than it should have.

			Once inside, he plonked himself at the kitchen table, Wilson beside him. Ali remained standing. 

			

			‘So, I’ve not got long – how can I help?’

			‘Well, where to start?’ He frowned and drummed his fingers on the table. ‘I don’t know what you’ll make of it…’ Removing his cap, shrugging his jacket onto the back of the chair. Ali glanced at the clock and despaired. ‘Peculiar affair. Not your run-of-the-mill police matter, I’d say…’

			It was no use. ‘Give me a minute, I’ll let the station know something’s come up.’ She sighed inwardly. ‘Then I’ll make a coffee.’

			He beamed. ‘Marvellous – only if you’ve time, of course. I wouldn’t wish to impose.’

			Ali messaged Skipden, put the kettle on to boil, and found a tin of her mother’s shortbread biscuits, while Roger supplied an endless stream of chatter: had she heard the WI was organising weekly wellness walks and that anyone – ‘men too!’ – could tag along? What about the parish council’s ‘Red Alert’ campaign, encouraging people to put squirrel feeders in their gardens to help the dwindling population of native reds? ‘Not before time. We all must do our bit,’ he told Wilson. ‘If you see a grey, don’t delay – report it! They carry disease you know, catastrophic to the reds, although I do have some sympathy for the greys, I mean, we brought them here…’ It was a peculiarity of Heft, Ali decided, the art of the meandering conversation, one that rambled up hill and down dale, arriving (eventually) at a place far from where it had begun. A single momentary lapse in concentration and the thread was lost entirely – as Ali knew only too well, especially where Roger Felton (by far the worst offender) was concerned. Roger was a master of the twist and turn, capable of seamlessly switching from one subject to the next, Ali, now spooning coffee into the pot, doing her best to keep up. 

			For what felt like an eternity she had been paying close attention to everything he’d had to say and yet, despite her best efforts, at some point, without her noticing, Roger had somehow segued off the subject of squirrels and landed… where, exactly? What had she missed (and did it matter?). 

			‘Sorry – what was that?’

			

			‘The Peacocks. I suppose you’ve heard. Peculiar business, neighbours up in arms, all becoming rather heated. What you might call a developing situation – one worth keeping an eye on.’ He smiled. ‘Of course, I’m probably telling you what you already know. I’ve no doubt you’re up to speed.’

			‘Well…’ The look on her face giving away that she was very much not.  

			Sergeant Ali Wren and her springer spaniel Officer Wilson had been in charge of policing the small town of Heft in rural North Yorkshire for almost two years, yet all too often Ali had the feeling she was still very much the new girl – that she had not quite got the measure of the place. Despite Heft being her hometown. 

			Somehow, the locals had a way of wrong-footing her when she least expected it.  

			Under the table, Wilson sighed. Ali was fond of Roger, a not-quite retired property surveyor who busied himself with what he termed ‘community matters’ – littering, parking infringements, cyclists on the pavement. Not much went on in Heft without him knowing about it. 

			‘Phoebe’s come over all health conscious,’ Roger was telling the spaniel. ‘Cupboards full of lentils and… legumes. Not a biscuit to be had. It’s all olive oil cake, nuts and seeds and whatnot. Butter – a thing of the past. No sugar, not even the dark muscovado, which came from the health-food shop!’ He shook his head. ‘When did sugar become “poison”, old boy?’ Wilson frowned. ‘Life’s a poor business when you’re deprived of anything resembling a treat.’ The dog wagged his tail. On cue, Roger produced a packet of doggy snacks from his jacket pocket. ‘All right if I give him something?’ Ali sent a stern look Roger’s way. ‘Sorry, old man. You and me in the same boat, I’m afraid, all the good stuff off the menu.’  

			Ali gave in. ‘Just a few, then.’ 

			Roger extracted a small handful of treats and offered them to a grateful Wilson. 

			‘The Peacocks,’ Ali prompted. ‘At odds with the neighbours, you say?’ 

			

			‘That’s it. I mean, I know.’

			‘What’s going on, exactly?’

			‘Well. The main talking point concerns what you might call their… “wanderings”.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘In the gardens, you know.’ He frowned. ‘Although, as far as I’m aware, not everyone is put out. Very few objections, in fact. It’s all quite innocent.’

			Ali spent a moment puzzling over this. Why would the Peacocks be in their neighbours’ gardens? Had there been a boundary dispute? ‘This sounds… unusual, Roger.’

			‘Oh, it is, highly.’ He nodded vigorously. ‘Live and let live, I say. And, really, if they’re not causing damage to property, where’s the harm?’ He looked thoughtful. ‘Going back a bit, they were in and out of our garden, only for a short time, a matter of weeks. We left them to it. Without wishing to be critical, it’s tempting to give more weight than is strictly warranted to what might be considered a relatively trivial matter.’

			He had a nerve, Ali was thinking, given how quick he was to involve the local constabulary in the most minor of transgressions (a carelessly delivered parcel coming to mind).

			She considered what she knew about Don and Dorothy Peacock. Both retired, Don having worked for the water board, Dorothy in haberdashery at Waters & Rush, the family-owned department store in Skipden. Don was part of Heft’s litter-picking squad, out most days in his high-vis jacket, on a mission to keep the town immaculate. Decent, upstanding, law-abiding – full of busy, the two of them. Ali struggled to think of them now embroiled in a dispute with their neighbours. Did they even have neighbours? Their house, a little way out of town, was some distance from any others. 

			Ali kept her ear to the ground, made herself visible, approachable. Liked to think she was on top of what was happening on her patch. Why, then, had she heard nothing about the Peacocks? 

			A police officer for twenty years, it had long been Ali’s dream to one day come home to Heft – her place, her people. Given her local knowledge, she felt uniquely qualified to understand how seemingly insignificant matters could spiral into something more unwieldy. As a consequence, her approach to neighbourhood policing was to nip things in the bud, sooner rather than later. 

			

			Roger was on his feet, casting an appraising eye over the room. He knew Larkspur well, having surveyed it on a number of occasions over the years. ‘Most effective, putting wood panelling on that wall,’ he said, running a hand over it. ‘And the open shelving, that’s very… “with it” just now. You know,’ he told Wilson, ‘the first time I set foot in this kitchen it had a slate floor and one of those deep enamel sinks, the kind people are going back to.’ He smiled. ‘Trends almost always come back in, you know. Curtains instead of cupboard doors – something we had at home when I was a boy. Never thought they’d be popular again. “Granny chic”, it’s called.’ He shook his head. ‘Where your cooker is now was one of those all-purpose ranges. Other than that, no heating. A touch gloomy, brutal in winter.’ 

			Light now flooded the kitchen, which had been extended in recent years. Double doors led onto the garden. It was an unusually mild February morning, the room starting to feel stuffy, and Ali went to open one of the doors a little, let some air in. The garden at Larkspur was one of the reasons she had fallen in love with the cottage – its hidden nooks, the old-fashioned summer house, Cold Beck rushing past at the far end. Breathtaking views across the fells to Worcop Pike.     

			Roger helped himself to a shortbread (his second, Phoebe would have something to say about that). ‘Amy Broughton lived here alone, Larkspur was her childhood home, in the family for generations. Well into her nineties when she moved in with her daughter in Skipden. Then came the Butlers, nice family.’ Roger, in his corduroys and brogues, fine-knit Argyle pullover, every inch the country surveyor. ‘Just look at the place now.’ Wilson hanging on his every word. ‘Underfloor heating, everything built in. Where your bed is used to be the pantry, if you can imagine that, and in the far corner—’  

			Ali interrupted. ‘What else have you heard? Regarding the Peacocks?’  

			

			‘A difference of opinion, I understand, the kind of kerfuffle you might expect to blow over, although in this instance things do seem to be escalating, views entrenched on both sides. Tricky to see a way through. In certain quarters, it’s all anyone’s talking about.’ He peered at the wall tiles which Nick had sourced from a range described as ‘modern Victoriana’.

			Surely Ali’s parents had picked up on something. In which case, why hadn’t they tipped her off?

			‘I’m only going on what I’ve heard, of course, which may not be the complete picture…’ Roger said, sitting back down. ‘Invariably, with unpredictable behaviour, an element of guesswork is involved.’

			The Peacocks weren’t old, in their seventies, about the same age as Ali’s parents. Only the day before Don had been working his way along the main street, rubbish bag in one hand, a grabber in the other. Wasn’t he on the parish council, a contributor to St Michael’s newsletter? Solid, community spirited, and now, apparently, ‘wandering’. A sign of decline, if ever there was one. When Ali and Nick were first married and living in Harrogate, they’d had an elderly neighbour, Ernest. Aided by a wheeled walker, he could get as far as the post box on the corner, and the paper shop. Bad hip, a touch creaky, but his mind was sharp as a pin. A year or so after Ali and Nick moved in, Ernest started ‘wandering’. Ali found him in their garden one day ‘looking for his glasses’. He began to make a habit of it, admiring the roses, the scented pinks. Ali didn’t mind. She would make tea, sit with him, cut a few flowers for him to take home. He was good company although as time went on not always able to bring to mind her name. Sometimes, if the back door was left open, he came right into the flat, surprised to find her in the kitchen. She knew what was happening, she just didn’t want to admit to it, since she enjoyed hearing him reminisce, the trips he and his wife had made to the coast: fish and chips on the seafront at Bridlington, ice-cream cornets, a paddle in the chilly North Sea. One day, Ernest took in a parcel for Nick and couldn’t remember where he had put it. Ali went with him as he checked each room, finally locating the missing item in the bath. When Ernest’s nephew let them know the flat was being sold, his uncle moving into a home specialising in dementia care, it was a relief.  

			

			‘One thing about Heft, there’s rarely a dull moment,’ Roger said, breaking into her thoughts. ‘I suppose one ought to be grateful. I mean, imagine if life just chugged along, same old, same old, nothing out of the ordinary…’

			Little chance of that. Ali’s thoughts turned to a recent altercation at the bowls club. The Rex Fishwick Cup, awarded annually in recognition of fair play and sporting achievement, had been taken from the trophy display cabinet in protest at something or other (a suggestion the team wear green, rather than the traditional white, a garish sponsor’s logo – sacrilege! – on the sleeve. The traditionalists won the day, the sponsor was quietly dropped, the trophy returned). Ali had heard all this second-hand from her father. Wait… Don Peacock was a long-serving member of the committee of the bowls club, and Dorothy was Captain of Heft Ladies. Perhaps they were at the heart of the recent disquiet there too? Ali remembered her father being uncharacteristically tight-lipped about the matter, Gordon calling the fallout ‘something and nothing’. Had he played matters down out of loyalty to his old friends? she now wondered. She glanced at Roger, who was ruffling Wilson’s ears. Roger, also a long-standing member of the bowls club, was now discussing Crufts with the spaniel. Did Wilson bother much with the TV coverage? What about flyball? ‘Highly entertaining, Phoebe and I love it.’  

			Ali sighed. ‘You don’t think…’ She hesitated. ‘Are they unwell?’ 

			Roger looked up and frowned. ‘I’m sorry, who are we talking about?’

			‘The Peacocks. Perhaps that might explain what’s going on.’ The ‘wanderings’, the encroachment into other people’s gardens. Did they have family, someone she could contact? She couldn’t recall seeing visitors at the house. She would ask her mother. Violet would know.     

			Roger appeared perplexed, as if he’d now lost the thread of their earlier conversation. ‘Well,’ he said, at last, ‘I’ve not heard anything to suggest that’s the problem.’ 

			

			‘Who would know?’ Ali persisted. ‘Is there someone I could speak to? Discreetly, obviously.’ 

			He gave this some thought. ‘It might be worth consulting an expert.’ He sent a perplexed look at Wilson, who seemed equally bemused. Was there to be another treat, or not? ‘Unless, of course, there are obvious signs – disorientation, poor balance, lack of appetite, that sort of thing. They certainly seem to be eating well enough.’ He hesitated. ‘In fact, that’s part of the problem, I gather – the people round about being rather too generous.’ He caught Ali’s baffled look. ‘Of course, this is guesswork on my part,’ he added hurriedly. ‘It’s not strictly my field.’ He scratched Wilson under the chin. ‘Tricky one, eh? Any ideas, boy?’

		

	
		
			

			2 

			Finally, and only after a good deal more confusion and to-ing and fro-ing, Roger doing what he could to bring Wilson into the conversation, the penny dropped – they were at cross purposes. It was not the Peacocks, Don and Dorothy, they were discussing, but rather the peacocks, the impressive flock – was that the right term? – usually found at Heft Hall. It came back to Ali, her mother saying the birds had ‘gone walkabout’, Ali taking that to mean they were still somewhere within the grounds of the vast estate. Not giving it another thought. Certainly, no peacock-related complaints had reached her. 

			Until now. 

			According to Roger, the birds had moved to The Glade, a cluster of houses not far from the Hall. 

			Why, was a puzzle. 

			The gardens, Roger said, which extended to at least an acre. Ancient woodland nearby, access to the river. As far as Ali could make out, The Glade had nothing more to offer than the birds were used to at Heft Hall. Surely, in terms of space, and grandeur, The Glade was no match for their old living quarters. Roger had his own theory, citing porches suitable for roosting – balconies (‘absolute suntraps’), garages, outbuildings, workshops, some of which boasted a ‘living roof’ of sedums and moss. 

			Ideal peacock habitat.   

			Roger turned to Wilson. ‘Ever been out that way, boy? You’d love it. Delightful spot.’

			Wilson rested a paw on Roger’s knee, confirmation that he would indeed find The Glade of interest. 

			Ali knew the houses Roger was talking about. Growing up, she was aware of persistent mutterings about the look of the development, even though it was already long-established by then. ‘Too modern’, some insisted, the clean lines and enormous picture windows at odds in a town like Heft, where the traditional stone cottage ruled. In fact, as the years went by it became clear the design had been thoughtful, the properties ageing well, blending in with their surroundings. 

			

			‘The walls, the flat roofs, all provide an ideal spot for the discerning peacock in search of somewhere safe and secure,’ Roger informed her. ‘Perfect vantage points from which to survey the surroundings – the view across the valley is quite something – and indulge in a spot of shut-eye without fear of being disturbed.’ 

			Ali doubted the view would be of much concern to the birds. ‘Doesn’t the Hall have all that?’ she asked.

			Roger nodded. ‘The peacock can be a sensitive animal, flighty, if you’ll pardon the pun. We can only assume they had good reason to move on.’ He scratched Wilson’s chin. ‘An upset of some kind, perhaps.’ 

			He had produced one of his reports, which lay within the folder now on Ali’s kitchen table. ‘A few basics you might find helpful, background information and so on – who’s who in The Glade, those for and against the presence of the birds – nothing onerous,’ he said, nudging the folder towards her. 

			Ali was reminded of Brian Bright the year before occupying the same seat in her kitchen, his wife Melody missing, the case ending up a murder inquiry. He had also produced a file. ‘Evidence,’ Brian had claimed, managing to identify an entirely innocent man as the prime suspect. Now here was Roger, presenting his peacock dossier. Ali, invariably too busy to do anything more than the minimum required when it came to paperwork, wondered if on reaching retirement (a long way off, she was not yet forty) she would find herself compiling similarly long and detailed reports for her successor. She glanced at Roger’s folder. Did stray peacocks fall within her remit? A flock (was that the word?) wandering from its usual territory hardly seemed police business. She suppressed a sigh, imagining what Nick who – with some justification – regarded Roger Felton as one of Heft’s chief time-wasters, would say when she told him. Another ‘non-crime’. Then again, the same could be said of many of the ‘incidents’ Heft’s residents sent her way. Minor disputes, irritations – not strictly police matters. And yet they fell within the scope of neighbourhood policing, as Ali saw it. Small so-called non-events could quickly become serious, and Roger had considered the goings-on at The Glade worth documenting, worthy of going out of his way to deliver his findings in person. Roger, fussing over Wilson, in no hurry to leave. Perhaps he simply had too much time on his hands. Or was looking for ways to dodge Phoebe’s crackdown on sugar. 

			

			She opened the folder and leafed through the report. Neatly typed, headings, bullet points… twelve pages! A few peacocks sunning themselves on a porch roof, a garden wall, strutting in and out of the gardens. How could that possibly merit twelves pages? Single-spaced too. 

			‘You’ve gone to town here,’ she said. ‘I didn’t expect something so’ – she frowned, searching for the right word – ‘detailed.’ Keeping her tone light. 

			‘No, well.’ He looked pleased. ‘I surprised myself with how much there was to say on the matter. Amazing what you turn up once you start doing a bit of digging, eh, boy? You’ll know all about that, being a seasoned investigator.’ 

			Ali glanced at the clock. It was as well she had advised the Chief Superintendent she was running late since Roger had been ensconced in her kitchen now for nearly an hour. 

			‘Where’s Phoebe this morning?’ she asked.

			‘One of her meetings. The u3a, studying a new language. Or rather an old one. Latin.’ A roll of the eyes. ‘Amo, amas, amat.’ Leaving him adrift in a house devoid of sweet treats. Now his visit made sense. Ali made a mental note that Roger was at a loose end on Tuesdays.  

			‘What’s the thrust of your report?’ she asked. ‘I’ll read it properly later, of course, but I should be making tracks. I’m due in Skipden.’

			‘I can sum up the main area of concern in a few words,’ Roger said. ‘The couple living at Greenside – Billy Gilholm and his wife Gina.’ 

		

	
		
			

			3

			It was almost midday when Ali finally set off for Skipden. Roger could talk for Yorkshire, but his local knowledge made him a valuable source of intel. Roger Felton, Confidential Informant. She chuckled at the thought. Ali had mentioned – ‘just between us’ – Nick’s idea for a garden room dedicated to police business and invited Roger to look at the proposed site. Instantly, he went into surveyor mode, assessing access, ease of getting in a power supply, the impact on the rest of the garden, before declaring it perfect. ‘I mean, you must get sick of every Tom, Dick and Harry showing up at the house, making themselves at home in your kitchen.’ Ali could only marvel at his cheek. 

			She and Wilson now cut through the side gate to take another look at where the building might go. ‘What do you think?’ she asked the spaniel. Wilson – easy-going, adaptable – wagged his tail, as if to say it was fine by him. She stood for a moment trying to picture a new, modern structure alongside a cottage that was stone-built and traditional. Would it look right? Would it clash with Larkspur? Not according to Nick, who had identified timber that would weather and age in no time. It would mean sacrificing a chunk of the garden, which was Ali’s main concern. Wilson poked about under the hypericum. If they went ahead, that would have to come out. Still, they could replant it elsewhere. She sighed.  Deep down, she liked things as they were. 

			She secured Wilson on the passenger seat of the Hilux and set off. On Heft’s main street, Ali craned to catch a glimpse of the miniature railway, the ‘Sugar Express’, in the window of the town’s traditional confectioner, Sweet Memories. Recently, the shop had won awards for its cinder toffee and ‘family recipe’ fudge. Wilson, catching the tantalising scent of melting butter and sugar coming from the premises, sniffed the air with interest. 

			

			The business had barely changed since Ali was a child. Same dark wood interior, walls that were lined with glass jars filled with the sweets she used to buy – midget gems, humbugs, Pontefract cakes, rhubarb and custard, sherbet lemons. All still weighed out on old-fashioned scales and dispensed in paper bags with the distinctive Sweet Memories logo. When Ali was growing up, the shop was known simply as Jerome’s. In the last decade or so, Howard Jerome had taken over from his parents, Fred and Olive, and come up with the new name, adding an eye-catching candy-striped awning at the front. With his neat Brylcreemed hair, gold-rimmed spectacles and classic fawn shopkeeper’s coat, Howard – rather like his confectionery – appeared to belong to an earlier time, although away from work he was known to ditch the Brylcreem and attend Star Wars conventions. Beneath the slightly fuddy-duddy image, Howard had his head screwed on and had introduced sticks of Heft rock, a range of toffees in vintage tins that were reminiscent of the much-missed Dainty Dinah brand. Both were proving popular.  

			Further along the street, the Nu-U salon was advertising a ‘Winter Pamper Package’. On the pavement in front of Epicurean the deli’s proprietor, Miles, in his usual pristine white apron, a cravat at his throat, chatted with a customer. Opposite, a woman in waterproofs and walking boots waited at the bus stop for the sprint. With her was a ginger tabby. Trevor. Ali slowed. At some point, no one seemed sure exactly when, the cat had taken to catching the bus to Grassington, where he called on one or two shopkeepers and was rewarded with treats, before hitching a free ride home again on public transport. His owner, Evelyn Hooley, ran Heft’s bakery. Interviewed on the local TV news, Evelyn confessed to knowing nothing about her cat’s exploits until the bus company enlightened her. Trevor was now something of a local celebrity and had been issued with a ‘Fur-eedom Pass’. The walker, perhaps aware of this, was stroking him. Ali now suspected the reason Trevor was never at home when she called on Evelyn was because he was out gallivanting, on one of his bus trips. She cruised past Hooley’s where a newspaper story about the famous tabby was in the window. 

			

			The road to Skipden was quiet. Ali kept her speed down, enjoying the drive, the sun on the fells. Some of the tops had snow on them. Off to her right, the River Skir snaked through the valley. Alongside, a footpath ran to Skipden and beyond, eventually linking up with the Dales Way. A few months earlier, Ali and Nick had walked part of it. It was one of the last hot days at the end of summer, just before the weather changed, and they found a spot at the riverside to have their flask and enjoy a paddle. The water was cold and clear, full of tiddlers. Wilson had got wet and shaken himself all over them afterwards, Ali recalled. ‘Remember you went in the river here, boy?’ She patted his head. That day, she had glimpsed a kingfisher, almost skimming the surface of the water as it streaked past. They had taken the path up the fell and down to Alden on the other side where they had something to eat at the pub. She glanced in the mirror. A quad bike was coming up behind, a man in a woolly hat and parka at the wheel, a brown dog up on its feet at his side. Abruptly, the quad stopped in the middle of the road, hazards on. The dog jumped down, the man went to open a gate. Livestock being moved, Ali guessed. She slowed to a crawl. Up ahead, ewes rounded the bend, trotting down the road towards her, a shepherd driving them forward. She stopped and cut the engine, Wilson peering at the animals as they bumped against one another, protesting, indignant, a black and white collie at their heels. Swaledales. One or two of the ewes made hopeless attempts to scramble up the dry stone walls either side of the road, the collie going after them. They barged past the Hilux, bleating, cross, the shepherd raising his crook in greeting. Ali nodded. In the mirror, she watched the flock bear down on the quad bike, the brown dog now working with the other man, the two of them expertly sending the animals through the open gate and into the field where moments later they grazed contentedly. Smiling, she started the engine and continued on her way to Skipden. 

			

			Chief Superintendent Jacob Freeman studied the email on his desk. A complaint. From Troy Conrado. ‘I see the thorny matter of access to footpaths on the Heft Hall estate has reared its head again.’ 

			‘Yes, sir.’ Ali had also received a testy email on the subject from her old French teacher, Pam Shaw. Not so very long ago, Miss Shaw, now retired but showing no sign of slowing down, had instigated a series of noisy protests at the Hall over the billionaire owner’s attempts to keep the public off estate land. Conrado, who’d made his fortune in the beauty industry, had not always seen eye to eye with the locals on various matters. A truce brokered by Ali had proved short-lived. ‘I thought I had your personal assurance this had been resolved, Alison,’ Miss Shaw had complained, ‘yet here we are, back to square one. I can’t help but feel a certain sense of déjà vu.’

			Freeman picked up Conrado’s email and read it again, taking his time, the silence becoming uncomfortable. ‘In all honesty, Wren, it’s hard to make sense of this… gibberish.’ He made a tutting sound. ‘The parlous state of the spelling and grammar isn’t helping. It appears to have been written in some haste, dictated, perhaps, into a device given free rein to create a barely legible transcript.’ He reached for a pen and scoured the text, a look of concentration on his face, making corrections, marking Conrado’s homework. Must try harder. Wilson, positioned at the side of the Chief Super’s desk, paid keen attention, hazel eyes trained on his superior.  

			In Ali’s view, Freeman and Wilson represented the very finest that law enforcement had to offer. Freeman, a graduate of the elite military academy, Sandhurst, a decorated war hero, and Wilson, the recipient of multiple bravery awards. The two of them glossily good-looking, Freeman’s white shirt starched to within an inch of its life, Wilson in his smart police harness. Ali could think of several officers (her old boss at Harrogate among them) who never looked entirely right in uniform – the shirt collar a fraction too tight, the jacket showing signs of strain across the middle, the trousers in need of a hot iron. Not Freeman, whose work clothes might have been made to order by a prestigious London tailor in possession of a royal warrant. Ali felt at a disadvantage in her dreary all-black ensemble of stretchy top and combats. Although practical, her uniform was more casual than she would have liked, its solid black palette having the unfortunate effect of making her look… peaky. That morning, she had pressed the trousers, polished her boots to a high shine, and wound her copper hair into a neat plait, all in the hope of matching Freeman’s sartorial standards. Yet still she felt inferior, her boss now complimenting Wilson on his fragrant chestnut and white coat, asking had the spaniel visited the grooming parlour (an unscheduled bath, in fact, after rolling in something noxious – fox poo, Ali suspected, which he knew was not allowed). 

			

			Her gaze wandered to the wall, to the photos of Freeman in his running gear, long-legged and lean, completing marathons at home and abroad, raising considerable sums for charity. Even in his vest and shorts, he managed to look stylish. Perhaps she should ditch the funereal tops and instead wear a crisp white shirt to work. Epaulettes, sergeant’s stripes on the sleeve. A memory came to her, the big pan her mother kept specifically for boiling whites. Ali getting in from school, the kitchen steamy, smelling of carbolic, the pan on the stove, one of her dad’s shirts simmering in a stew of detergent and baking soda. Of course, switching to a shirt would mean getting the ironing board out more than she was used to, which wasn’t something she would normally be willing to do, but…

			The sound of Freeman’s fountain pen tapping on the desk broke into her thoughts. ‘I had hoped we’d seen the back of this kind of hoo-ha. Surely Conrado could attempt to sort things out amicably instead of involving the police at the first hint of disquiet. Of course, in light of previous outbursts, the evidence suggests our friend at the Hall has an impulsive nature. Volatile, highly strung. Irrational.’ He sighed. ‘Something you had the misfortune to experience first-hand.’ Addressing the spaniel, whose brow furrowed at the memory. Ali and Wilson’s first encounter with the billionaire had been met with apoplexy, Conrado literally hopping mad at the sight of a dog in his abode. Whilst relations with Ali were now cordial, it had been made clear that Wilson was not – and never would be – welcome at Heft Hall. ‘So, what to do?’ Freeman mused, running a hand over the dog’s silky head. ‘Thoughts?’ Looking to Ali now. 

			

			‘I’ll go and see him, sir.’ Find out if his intention really was to keep the locals off estate land. In which case, he would have another fight on his hands. 

			Freeman nodded. ‘Anything else?’ 

			She explained about the peacocks at The Glade. 

			‘The birds from Heft Hall, you say. Does Conrado know they’re missing?’

			‘Not yet, not as far as I’m aware.’

			Freeman sighed, perhaps thinking along the same lines as Ali, that once their absence was noticed another complaint would be incoming. ‘How many birds are we talking about?’

			‘Twenty or so.’

			She outlined what she had gleaned so far regarding the Gilholms and Marjorie Young, who lived opposite. How had Roger put it? Neighbours ‘up in arms’, the situation becoming ‘heated’.  

			‘Gina Gilholm?’ Freeman asked.

			‘She works for a charity, Serenity,’ Ali said. ‘They’re setting up a base in Skipden.’

			Freeman was nodding. ‘I’ve met her through her work with veterans. Our paths crossed at a reception in Windsor going back a couple of years.’ Windsor, as in the Castle? Ali wondered. Before she had a chance to ask, Freeman added, ‘Impressive woman, gets things done.’

			Ali took note. ‘Her husband, Billy, is a furniture maker. William Holm, his company goes by.’ Freeman was nodding. ‘His studio’s out in the wilds at Sparty Lee.’ She would speak to the couple, establish whether Roger was right to warn of a feud brewing. ‘What’s peculiar is that the peacocks seem to have converged on the Gilholm house – the only place in The Glade they’re not welcome, from what I’ve been told.’ 

			

			Freeman considered this. ‘Animals can be like that. We had a cat, Jinx, black and white, the size of a small terrier. Got him from the shelter. Reserved, you might say, never showed much interest in anyone, came and went as he pleased. We didn’t need a cat flap, since he was able to open the back door himself. Quite a character.’ Ali found herself thinking again of Evelyn Hooley’s cat, Trevor, catching the bus. He was also considered ‘a character’. 

			‘Our Jinx knew when people weren’t comfortable with him,’ Freeman said. ‘He’d make a beeline for them. Animals are instinctive creatures.’ His gaze fell once more on Wilson. ‘They sense discomfort. Perhaps the peacocks know the Gilholms dislike them, and that’s why they’re making a nuisance of themselves.’

			Ali agreed and was eager to smooth things over between the couple and their neighbour before a minor disagreement became a serious falling out. Once disputes between neighbours took hold, they could be awkward to resolve. 

			Ideally, the birds would somehow be persuaded to return to the Hall. 

			Preferably, before Troy Conrado noticed they were missing.  

		

	
		
			

			4 

			Ali headed back from Skipden on the road that took her past Heft’s only garage. On the forecourt was a red Nissan Juke with a livid scratch running almost its entire length. Charlie Spragg, the garage proprietor, was looking it over. The narrow roads of Ravensdale, the dry stone walls with their bulges and unseen sharp edges, had a way of catching out even the most skilled drivers. Ali slowed as she went past. If she wasn’t mistaken, the Juke belonged to Miss Shaw. Having recently swapped her old Micra for the newer and ‘more practical’ SUV, Miss Shaw was finding the bigger car a challenge. It had been into the paint shop at least twice.  Charlie, a roll-up clenched between his teeth, looked up and gave Ali a wave.

			At the humpback bridge just past the garage she slowed again. Brierley Bridge was narrow and bore the scars of many scrapes over the years. Some of Heft’s residents preferred to avoid it altogether, even if it meant taking a lengthy detour. Some – Nick among them – viewed it as a monster that lay in wait for unsuspecting motorists. Ali said it was just a case of taking your time, but Nick maintained the bridge was deceptive, ‘off’ somehow, its width nowhere near the six feet it claimed to be. Since catching the front end of the Discovery, he had steered clear.  

			Ali was no fan either but coming from Skipden it was the quickest way to The Glade. She eased the Hilux forward, the road rising sharply, and braced herself for the moment when the vehicle would seem to be almost vertical, only sky visible through the windscreen. ‘Hang on,’ she told Wilson, holding her breath before reaching the brow and dropping down the other side with the sense of having left her stomach behind. 

			‘Like being on the Big Dipper, and not in a fun fairground ride kind of way,’ she said, pulling a face. Wilson, secure in his seat belt on the passenger side, concentrating on the various interesting smells wafting in through the open window, gave her a smile. 

			

			When Ali arrived at The Glade she half expected the peacocks to be waiting for her. ‘They’ve quite taken over,’ Roger had said, adding that it was wrong to refer to them as a flock, that the correct term was a pride. Or an ostentation. ‘Appropriate, since they’re such showy birds,’ he said.  

			The houses were arranged in an elegant horseshoe shape, the street quiet, not a single exotic bird to be seen. ‘How are you with peacocks?’ she asked, releasing Wilson. Generally, he was good with most animals. Only squirrels seemed to pique his interest and, even then, he knew not to chase them. He jumped down from the cab, had a shake and wagged his tail, ready for action. 

			Ali knew little about peacocks. She and Nick had spent a weekend at a country house hotel where several of the birds roamed freely in the grounds. One was in the habit of perching on the turret at the side of their bedroom and calling first thing, its mournful sound going right through them. Nick tried shooing it away, the bird fixing him with a look he said was ‘pure insolence’. Were peacocks aggressive? she now wondered. For years she had been wary of swans, after being told a blow from an outstretched wing could break a person’s arm. The wildlife officer in North Yorkshire had laughed, almost split his sides when she told him.  ‘You’ll be telling me red kites swoop down and snatch small children next.’ Reminding her of a radio phone-in she’d heard where someone (from Yorkshire) had said exactly that.   

			She briefed Wilson. ‘Right. We don’t know what we’ll come up against here, so eyes peeled.’ 

			They went in search of Greenside, the home of Billy and Gina Gilholm. Second house in, between Burnside and Cragside. On the porch roof of the Gilholm property, a peacock basked in the sunshine, its eyes on Ali and Wilson as they approached. When they were almost up to the house, it got to its feet and peered down at them. Ali ducked under the porch and rang the bell. Overhead, the bird could be heard moving about. Wilson glanced up, curious, Ali sensing they were at a disadvantage. Might it feel threatened? Swoop down and… go for them? She kept Wilson close to heel. No one came to the door. Ali looked through the letterbox: shoes in the hallway, boots, a side table. She let go the flap and was about to check round the back when a voice said, ‘Can I help you?’

			

			A woman stood a few feet away. Boyish hairstyle, greying, checked shirt over jeans that were faded and well worn. Marjorie Young, Ali guessed, from Hillside. ‘If you’re hoping to speak to the Gilholms, they’re out,’ she said. Well-spoken, bossy.   

			Ali introduced herself. 

			‘I know who you are,’ Marjorie Young said, cutting her short. ‘Quite the talking point when you took over.’ A note of scepticism in her tone. ‘Evelyn Hooley is a fan – seems to think you’re a breath of fresh air.’ Ali felt a ripple of pride. Evelyn was not the type to hand out compliments lightly. A few months earlier she had been at her wits’ end when a rival baker opened up opposite and threatened her business. Ali had resolved the issue, and the rivals had since departed. ‘Barry East, your predecessor’ – Marjorie hesitated – ‘poor chap had his difficulties concerning community policing, one might say. I think he found it all a bit much. Found us a bit much.’ Accurately summing up PC East in a few short sentences. ‘Retirement can’t have come too soon, I imagine.’

			Ali smiled. ‘I was hoping for a word about the peacocks.’

			Marjorie gave her a cool look. ‘I’m in the middle of something, but I can spare a few minutes.’  

			Ali followed her to the house opposite. Inside the front door, Marjorie slipped off her shoes, battered moccasins that looked to have served time on gardening duties, and placed them on a square of coir matting. The look she sent Ali’s way suggested she do the same. Reluctantly, Ali bent to undo the laces of her sturdy work boots, Wilson watching with interest. Ali was not in the habit of going shoeless when she was on police business. Entering a strange house, it was impossible to know how things would unfold. She remembered something being said on the subject at training college. What if she had to pursue a suspect, give chase? Sprint along a high street or, more likely, given the rural nature of Heft and surrounding Ravensdale, up a hillside, through bracken and over scree, not to mention cow pats? In an emergency, if she had to retrieve her boots and spend time lacing them up, whoever she was after would be long gone. Freeman would have something to say about that. She glanced at Marjorie, whose frown seemed to signal disapproval, and reminded herself that since moving to Heft, she had not been required to chase after any likely villains. Still, there was always a first time. She placed her shiny boots next to the battered slip-ons. In the unlikely event of a chase, Marjorie, in socks that were darned at both big toes would be at a distinct disadvantage. 

			

			‘You can leave your dog outside, if you’d prefer,’ Marjorie told her. 

			Ali was taken aback. ‘I’ll keep him with me, if you don’t mind.’ 

			Marjorie shrugged. ‘As you wish.’ 

			She turned and led the way along a spacious hallway. The flooring looked to be the original parquet, dark oak, polished, well cared for over the years. Untroubled by outdoor shoes trailing in the kind of dirt and debris likely to cause damage. The old-fashioned wallpaper was sufficiently retro to be ‘in’. The ceiling had been papered in the same pattern, creating a strange, stifling effect. Velvet fringed lampshades (also back in fashion) dangled from the kind of wiring that looked in need of replacing. They went into a living room, past sofas strewn with cushions and throws, books and newspapers. Reading glasses on a chain sat on a low table next to typewritten pages covered in scribbles. On one side of the fireplace was a bookcase, on the other an open display unit on which ceramics and carvings stood. 

			The oven was on in the kitchen, the scent of spice in the air. Marjorie filled the kettle and set it to boil on the hob. ‘I hope Earl Grey is suitable, it’s all I have.’ She had lived in The Glade almost her entire life and was now retired, she told Ali. Her parents bought Hillside when it was built in 1962. Marjorie was eleven, just starting senior school. 

			

			Ali asked about the arrival of the peacocks in the street. 

			‘They simply appeared,’ Marjorie said. ‘Birds like that, they’re in the habit of roaming. Not much anyone can do about it.’

			‘You don’t find them a nuisance?’ Ali asked.

			She looked surprised. ‘In what respect?

			‘Making themselves at home on your property, in your garden? You’re not anxious at all, having them in such close proximity?’

			Marjorie gave a thin smile. ‘I find we rub along quite well. And they’ve been here before, going back a few years. It’s rather lovely to come down in the morning to the sight of such magnificent birds strolling on the lawn or stretched out on the shed roof. I really can’t see why anyone would object.’ An alarm sounded. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, going to the oven and taking out trays of biscuits, sliding them onto wire racks to cool. The smell of toasted cinnamon was delicious. Wilson sniffed the air appreciatively. 

			‘Sadly,’ Marjorie continued, ‘there have been complaints regarding the birds.’ She gave Ali a penetrating look. ‘Which I assume is why you’re here.’

			‘I’ve been told there’s a problem, yes,’ Ali said. ‘That’s all I know.’

			‘My view is live and let live,’ Marjorie said. ‘We’re all God’s creatures.’ 

			‘And your neighbours… they don’t share your view?’

			‘The people in Greenside, you mean, wanting the birds gone.’ She shook her head. ‘Quite how they think that can be achieved, I don’t know. Lay a trail of food all the way to Heft Hall, perhaps, and hope they’ll follow it. They’ve had the animal welfare people here, you know. As if they can do anything. Now the police.’

			‘It wasn’t your neighbours who got in touch with me,’ Ali pointed out.

			Marjorie was dismissive. ‘What next? The pest control man? Just let them dare. If the birds left the Hall, they must have their reasons. And now they’re here. Clearly, it suits them, in which case’ – she gave a shrug – ‘can’t we just appreciate their beauty rather than seek to drive them out?’ She sighed and went to inspect the biscuits. 

			

			‘They smell wonderful.’ Ali was keen to ease the tension that had crept into the atmosphere.

			‘Cinnamon swirls. Do you bake?’

			‘A little,’ Ali said. ‘When I have time.’ Which was almost never. 

			Marjorie turned to face her. ‘I wonder why you deem the peacocks worthy of a police investigation. Aren’t there more pressing matters – real crimes – in need of your attention?’

			Ali felt stung by the remark. 

			‘At one time, we were a tight-knit group here,’ Marjorie said. ‘We got along. It will all settle down – without any need for the police to get involved.’  

			Making it plain she expected Ali to drop the matter. Which only made her more determined to speak to the couple from Greenside.  

		

	
		
			

			5

			Nick checked the pan. Grated courgette simmered in a sauce of mascarpone and garlic. He lowered the heat, stirred in a sprinkle of chilli flakes. In another pan, spaghetti was cooking. He began to set the table around Ali, who was still poring over Roger’s lengthy report, in which he described Marjorie Young as ‘a wonderful woman, salt of the earth’. 

			Ali hadn’t thought so. ‘There was definitely something… frosty about her,’ she told Nick. 

			‘Why – because she didn’t offer you one of her cakes?’

			‘Biscuits. Cinnamon swirls. And all I said was they smelled good.’

			‘Hinting, shamelessly, you’d like one.’ He handed her a glass of red wine. 

			‘She made me take my boots off, even said Wilson could wait outside.’ Wilson, hearing his name, looked up from his bed in the corner where he was gnawing on a chew stick clenched comically between his teeth like a cigarette. 

			‘Look at you.’ Ali smiled. ‘Silly thing.’

			‘Marjorie Young,’ Nick said. ‘One of the few people in Heft immune to the charms of Police Dog Wilson.’ Wilson paused again to look at Nick, the chew, already half demolished, now gripped between his front paws. He returned to attacking it. ‘I put it to you that anyone who fails to fall under his spell is filed away under “suspicious”.’

			He was right, of course. Marjorie Young had behaved almost as if Wilson didn’t exist, which in Ali’s biased view was at the very least… dubious. And he, picking up on her lack of interest, had kept his distance. Wilson was bright, intuitive, smart enough to know when he was not welcome. In such instances, which were rare, he adopted a demeanour that was both dignified and detached. Alert yet distant. He was not one to waste his energy on those who had no time for him. What Marjorie had said about her neighbours and the peacocks didn’t ring true. If the Gilholms were upset enough to call in an animal welfare officer, it seemed unlikely they would change their minds and accept the presence of the birds, that things would ‘settle down’. The problem was not likely to simply go away, as Marjorie had suggested. 

			

			Roger’s report contained a lengthy paragraph about the mature oak trees at the side of Marjorie’s property, which screened it from the road. Making Hillside a prime spot on the development back in the day, he had written, waffling on (there was no other expression for it) about Marjorie’s father knowing the architect and likely being offered his pick of the houses before a brick was laid. There was a good deal of (unnecessary) detail about Marjorie’s career in planning and Roger’s dealings with her at various times concerning alterations and extensions to properties in Heft. Impressive woman. Only stopped working recently. Writing her memoir, I understand. Not a word about her aloof manner. Or that she was most definitely not a doggy person. 

			Perhaps Roger didn’t know her as well as he thought he did. 

			‘Put your homework away,’ Nick said, ‘I’m about to serve up.’ He put the pasta on the table with a bowl of salad, crusty bread from Hooley’s. 

			Ali helped herself to pasta. ‘This looks good. What is it again?’

			‘Grated courgette cooked slowly in olive oil and garlic, a hint of chilli, rosemary, mascarpone, lots of parmesan.’ 

			They were quiet a moment. Nick, Location Manager on the long-running TV police series, The Beat, had spent the day scouting for a village hall suitable for a forthcoming episode. ‘Do you know Rookhope at all?’ he asked. 

			‘Not well,’ Ali admitted. ‘There’s a church, St Aelred’s, and some sort of holy well.’

			He nodded. ‘We filmed there a while back, a baptism. Lucy and Ian Wade’s daughter, Beatrice.’

			Ali helped herself to more parmesan. ‘This is delicious, by the way’ she told him. ‘I usually find courgette a bit on the watery side.’

			

			‘You can thank Rick Stein, it’s his recipe.’

			‘I’ve lost track of the Wades,’ Ali said, back on the subject of The Beat. ‘Are they still in it?’

			‘Very much so, although not together.’ Nick gave her a look. Few relationships were built to last in The Beat. ‘They split up when it came out that Ian wasn’t actually Beatrice’s dad, Lucy had been seeing Charles Francis—’

			‘The landlord of the Fleece?’

			‘That’s him.’

			‘A bit of an age difference, isn’t there?’ 

			‘Thirty years, or thereabouts. But. He has the gift of the gab and roguish good looks.’ He grinned. ‘I’m quoting the press office here.’ Charles Francis was played by Dominic Grover, an actor with several high-profile TV series and films under his belt. Considered a pin-up in his twenties. ‘Dominic’s having a fling with Katie Jessop at the minute.’

			‘Who?’

			‘One of the storyliners. Who’s also half his age.’

			Ali shook her head. ‘I can’t keep up. Is he really only sixty?’

			‘A bit older, I’d say. His age is a closely guarded secret.’ 

			Ali shook her head. ‘Murky circles you move in.’

			He laughed. ‘Anyway, the village hall in Rookhope is a delight. It’s ancient, made from corrugated metal. Inside, lots of polished timber, a quilt the WI made that takes up almost a whole wall, depicting life in the village – animals, farming, birds. No peacocks. I like your story about The Glade, the birds causing mayhem. That’s something we’ve not done in The Beat. I might mention it.’

			‘I wouldn’t if I were you. The birds would wander out of shot at just the wrong moment and you’d never get them to do what you wanted on cue. They’re not exactly’ – she searched for the right word – ‘biddable.’ When she had left Marjorie’s house a male bird was outside, effectively blocking the path between her and the Hilux. She had tried talking to it, using what she thought of as a soothing but authoritative tone. It was hopeless. All that happened was it inched closer. In the end, she had to squeeze through a gap in the hedge to get past and could have sworn it made a growling sound as she and Wilson detoured around it, although when she googled ‘peacock growl’ nothing came up. A female bird with all-white plumage had made itself at home on the roof of the Hilux. Again, Ali reasoned with it, her pleas to no effect. It would not budge. She got in, fastened Wilson’s seat belt and started the engine. Other than sounds that indicated the bird was stomping about – scratching the paintwork, no doubt – it stayed where it was. Ali was forced to wait until it was ready to move of its own accord, responding to a bellow from the male on the porch roof at Greenside, the two of them working as a team to inconvenience her, Ali suspected. It hopped onto the bonnet – allowing Ali a view of claws that looked impressively sharp – and peered through the windscreen before jumping onto the ground and sauntering away in the direction of the Gilholm house. 

			

			‘It sounds as if Roger’s sent you on a wild goose chase,’ Nick said. ‘One involving peacocks. I’d forget about it.’

			Ali knew how easily Heft’s quirky neighbourhood matters could become troublesome. A few birds might indeed seem trivial. And yet. Before she knew it, Miss Shaw would be wading in, Troy Conrado would have something to say since, after all, the birds were his. Ali wanted to be on top of things. After her own experience at The Glade she had some sympathy for the plight of Billy and Gina Gilholm.  

			‘I called at the other houses up there,’ she said. ‘Nobody home.’ Based on Roger’s report, an elderly man, Harry Lomas, a retired landscape architect, lived alone in Burnside, on one side of the Gilholms. The house looked a little shabby, the windows in need of a clean, the paintwork peeling, but the garden was lovely, even in February. Lots of mature trees, ferns, evergreen shrubs. Masses of snowdrops. Against the stone wall that separated the property from Greenside were some kind of espaliered fruit trees. On the other side of the Gilholms was Cragside, now a second home. No answer when Ali knocked. Finally, set further back from the road, was Farside. No one at home there either. Unless the residents of The Glade felt the best way to deal with cold callers was to ignore them.  

			

			‘What’s your next move?’ Nick asked. 

			‘Speak to the Gilholms, although apparently Gina isn’t around much during the week. According to Roger, she spends two or three days in London working for a charity called Serenity. I’ll go and see her husband first, he’s a furniture maker, quite well known, trades as William Holm. Works up at Sparty Lee.’ 

			Nick frowned. ‘Not sure I know where that is.’

			‘Me neither. It’s tiny, Roger says. A few houses, a farm, some outbuildings. No shops, no pub, not even a church. Properly remote.’ She was repeating what she’d read in Roger’s report, which also contained a full page about the kind of furniture Billy Gilholm made – elegant, expensive, in demand. Roger had supplied directions to Sparty Lee. 

			‘And once you’ve seen him, then what?’

			Ali wasn’t sure. A quiet word would be enough to restore harmony to The Glade, she hoped.  
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