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THE QUARRY




Chapter One


Month 12 – December 1984


The rain was falling such that it ricocheted a good foot off the pavement. Stephanie, shopping bag in each hand, was one in the shoal of people torpedoing for cover, all looking like a gang of freshly-surfaced otters.





“Here y’are, Alice.” Les, the café’s middle-aged proprietor, looked round the crowded interior from behind the glass-and-Formica counter. “There’s not a lot of room.”


“So I see; special offer on the tea?”


“No, it’s the rain what’s driven ’em in here.”


Alice took the full mug. “Thanks, Les, an’ I’m sure that aint the truth. Your tea’s got a reputation as spreads from ’ere to Garston.”


“So that’ll be all of a mile an’ half then, thanks for that.”


“My pleasure. Much like me an’ Christmas, I don’t believe in buildin’ up folks’ hopes, saves a lot of disappointment in the long run.”


She began to leave the counter as Les asked his question. “How’s them youngsters of yours? Stratton family still scatter-gunned across the country and runnin’ riot?”


She half turned. “Don’t see much of either now…” Alice’s attention flicked to the café door as it careened open. A woman, masquerading as a shower-tester from coypu central and carrying two shopping bags leapt through its open maw, shoved it closed with the sole of her shoe and stood dripping on the threshold. After a brief glimpse and her muttered comment of, “That’ll still be rainin’ then,” Alice turned back to Les. “Brian’s still out in Ireland doin’ what it is ’e does and Sydney’s plannin’ to take over the world from his bed.”


By the door, the woman waggled the shopping bags and the water flicked off them, liberally speckling the red-and-white linoleum floor.


Les shook his head. “Still no work then?”


“No, never likely to be neither; coal mines closin’ all around. He’s just one of thousands up north so no concern for him there, our good lady Thatcher’s seein’ to that.”


The woman moved from door to café counter leaving behind a snail trail of moisture as she zigzagged her way around the crowded tables.


“Much longer an’ he’ll have to shift back down ’ere; though what he’ll do then is anyone’s guess.”


“Move in and scrounge off you?”


“He’ll get short shrift there, from my better half too; we aint got room for passengers.” Alice glanced at the woman now standing alongside her. “You look soaked through, love, but it’s only a passin’ shower. We ’ave to worry when Les’s cats start linin’ up at the door in twos.” Les laughed, the woman smiled and Alice pinned her folded newspaper under her arm and left the counter, moving to the café’s only table with free chairs. “Thanks for the tea, Les.”


“Y’ welcome.” Les turned his attention to the woman. “Yes love, what can I get you?”


“Coffee, please.”


“Sugar?”


“No thank you; and no milk, please.”


Les swivelled round to the coffee machine. “Unsweetened black comin’ right up!”


While coffee was made Stephanie stood quietly dripping. She paid then looked around the crowded space for a seat. The only vacant one was opposite the lady who had just left the counter and she made her way across. “Would it be alright if I sit here?”


“’Course, love… you want to get that coat off, you’ll catch y’ death.”


Dropping the bags, Stephanie shook the coat off her shoulders, doing a fair imitation of a soaked spaniel. She noticed Alice covering her tea with her hand.


“Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean to drench you as well, sorry.”


Alice smiled at her. “I thought I’d dodged the worst of it. Seems I were mistook!”


“Yes, sorry.” Stephanie smiled back. “I can’t believe how fast it came on. I know it’s December and we should expect these things but, all the same… what happened to snow?”


“Ar’tic’s got it all love.” Alice closed her paper. “Pop y’ coat down before you soak the rest of the folk in ’ere an’ drink y’ coffee… you’ll feel a lot better for doin’ both; so will we!”


Stephanie sat and cuddled the coffee mug between her palms. She looked up, smiled at her action and replied to Alice’s amused expression. “Don’t know why, tastes much better like this.”


“Ar, all you need is a log fire an’ footstool and you’ll be set.” Their gaze fell in unison on the shopping bags and Alice indicated with her head. “Been shoppin’ at Garretts’, I see.”


“Yes, for cushion covers. Spoilt for choice there.”


“Not bad for a small town shop is it? You’ll be doin’ some decoratin’ then?”


“Well, one up from decorating really; furnishing. We moved here just over a year ago and I’m still trying to make a happy home… what was that poem? ‘De-dah, de-dah… and I lack of household craft.”’


“Who said that then?”


“Don’t know but it sums me up a treat.”


“Can I have a look… at what you bought, I mean?”


Stephanie smiled, glad of the conversation. “Yes, ’course! They sort of reflect the one room I’ve got round to finishing; understated, you know?” She opened the bag and Alice saw the material.


“Oh, makin’ your own then?”


“Yes, why, is that so surprising?”


“No, didn’t mean to, you know, cast nasturtiums as they say, just, well you young folk usually buy them ready-made things these days, don’t you? Unwrap ’em an’ throw ’em at the settee.”


“What, a young thing like me?”


“Well, not, you know, but, yes.”


“Not often I get called young.”


“Compared to me you’re a slip-of-a-kid. It’s just, you’re modern.”


“Young and modern in the same morning, goodness, I am having a good day.” Stephanie looked at the brown cow-gown and fingerless mitts Alice was wearing. “You look as though you’re working. Is this your lunch break?”


“I am, it is.” Alice paused, smiled and nodded. “That it then?”


“Pardon?”


“My compliment from you. ‘You look like you’re workin’.’ You get, ‘young and modern’ from me, I get, ‘you look like you’re workin’ from you…” Stephanie looked across the table for a few seconds unsure how to react then saw the corners of Alice’s mouth twitch. “Good job I’ve got a thick skin!”


“That came out all wrong.” Stephanie laughed in relief too. “You look very smart… in your cow-gown and fingerless mitts. Paris fashion right there. A very good choice to go with the Fair Isle jumper under it.”


“I think you’d best stop now, you’ll have me blushin’ at my good taste. What’s your name?”


“Stephanie. Yours?”


“Alice.”


“Very pleased to meet you, Alice.”


“An’ likewise, Stephanie. So, movin’ on, you were sayin’ about makin’ your own cushion covers.”


“Oh, yes… er… do you not have to be back… at work, I mean?”


“Gimme chance to finish me tea! You sound like Uncle Alan.”


“Who?”


“My Uncle Alan, him as runs the stall.” Alice smiled. “No, relax, Stephanie, the peasants aren’t slackin’.”


“Oh, no, sorry, I didn’t mean…”


“I know, just raggin’ you again. No, I’ve got another half hour before the whip falls.”


“Oh, well, if…” Stephanie pulled the material clear of the bag. “It’s just that no one sells exactly what I want in ready-made. Find that with all sorts of stuff and I just thought… you’re sure this isn’t me being boring?”


“No, not at all.” Alice leaned forward to inspect the material.


Stephanie reached back into the bag and pulled out some edging strips. “And I got this to go with it. What do you think?”


“Lovely… good shade mix.”


“Do you think?”


Both women looked up and smiled at each other as Alice nodded. “I do. That shade of cream sort of ages it nicely; goes really well with the tapestry pattern.”
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Day 12 – Monday 19th November 1985


“That bitch of yours up for matin’ yet?”


Locked in silent struggle with a blackthorn spike embedded in his palm, Eric’s question, out the blue like that, startled David and it took a few seconds to register.


“Erm… Oh, right; back on that are we? Still on about Jill?”


“’Course Jill, you daft sod! Who do y’ think, Steph?”


“You have such a way of puttin’ things, Eric.”


“Well?”


“Well nothin’… How you even know when her season’s due is beyond me… the terrier’s, I mean. You want to get out and about more.”


“A man on the ’unt for a replacement terrier has to keep one eye on the clock, one eye on the local availability and the other on the diary.”


“That’ll be three eyes then.”


“Stop findin’ fault, you know what I mean.”


“Well, with all this eye movement you’ll also know how much she looks forward to being lined; an’ as for the terrier, well…”


Eric gave an audible smile. “I shan’t tell Steph you said that but I’ll make damn sure she gets to know.” Both men now smiled as Eric continued, “Just that you ought to know, if you’ve been payin’ attention to the odd comment, that I’m in need of a replacement for Patch. Arthritis has finished her for work now, poor mite.”


“I do know. I seem to recall you startin’ off in bloody October about it! For ‘odd comment’ read ‘at every opportunity’, an’ I’ve told you at every opportunity that I don’t know I’ll use her again. It’s gonna be such a bloody job to get that bitch mated after last time; not for the want of tryin’ neither…”


They spoke together. “An’ as for the bloody terrier…”


Then Eric pushed his point home. “Well, not wantin’ to dredge up past events, but I’d think you’d want a replacement too, for Sack?”


“Ar.” There was a pause as David collected his thoughts. “Got that bugger so bloody wrong, Eric. Never even saw her in all that chaff an’ dust.”


“That pump-action with the hair-trigger you insist on usin’ didn’t help neither.”


“Just fits me so well.”


“Maybe, but you should just try and crank it back a bit, y’ know? You’ll kill some bugger with it one day.” David stared into the middle darkness and Eric softened his tone. “As things were, well, don’t carry too much blame. Could’ve happened to any of us. Steph alright about it?”


“Thrilled.”


“Like that were it?”


“Whole episode lacked a certain degree of merriment.”


“She understood though, about how these things can sometime happen?”


“Did her best, ar, considering it was her baby.”


There was another short silence. Eric lit up a cigarette and inhaled deeply. “Does ’er still just pee in the blue-brick yard when she’s well in ’eat?”


“Are we still talking about the terrier?” Eric cough-laughed as David continued. “Ar. Yard’s washed down every other day with Jeyes ’cos of the ferrets, so she reckons the stink from them an’ the cleanin’ hides her scent. Even then she keeps her tail tucked up for most of her heat.”


“Well there you are then, all you’ve to do is watch her start all that silly stuff then you’ll know she’s ready!”


“No such luck! Fifteenth day is really all you get with that slippy little lass, and then only part of it. You tell me you know for a certainty the exact day an’ time any of your bitches have started their season.”


“Ar, there’s a trick to that; not found it yet.”


“Same with Jill.” David took out a packet of sweets and he and Eric took one each and chewed methodically on them for a few seconds before David voiced his thoughts aloud. “All this started with Razor y’ know.”


“Ar, I know.”


“Her first time. That’s what buggered it all up. Someone should ’ave said about him ’cos I’d not know, only bein’ on the estate five bloody minutes an’ all.”


“Ar.”


“She’s never liked members of the opposite sex much, but after Razor… Put her off it for good. I got Rascal over, Colin Spear’s dog, when I thought she were right last time, just to see.”


“Any good?”


“You seen any pups runnin’ about of late? She turned on him with a move that’d startle a stoat; shook him ’til his teeth rattled, near killed the poor sod. Left him with a nasty gash on his throat.”


“Bad?”


“Bad? Needed five stitches.”


“Oh, that bad.”


“Ar. And now word’s got out about her. I talked to Guy Hurley, Lord Godson’s head man, about usin’ his Jack Russell, Barney.”


“Nice dog, that.”


“He is. Guy looked at me as though I were ninepence short of a shillin’, said if he wanted his dog castrated he’d sooner go to the vet. He called her the prayin’ mantis; some advert that is. Pups from Jill may be what’s wanted but word’s got round and she’s fast run out of kamikaze studs. There’s not one dog I’ve introduced her to that she hasn’t lifted a lip at.”


Eric thought for a moment then ran the options. “What about Percy Arlet’s dog? Digger aint it?”


“Too big for Jill. They call him Digger ’cos he’s the size of a JCB.”


“The Spencer’s terrier?”


“Small.”


“Geoff Day’s Border?”


“Scared.”


“That Viper, Reg Patton’s Border-Lakeland cross?”


David looked across at Eric. “Dead.”


“Oh. Didn’t know. When?”


“Last May.”


“Oh, sorry to hear.”


“As things stand, I’d ’ave dug him up.”


Eric shifted his weight slightly, allowing the chill of the grass to attack his other buttock and pursued his objective. “Well, I think you’re missin’ the obvious.”


“Meaning?”


“Meanin’… well, I thought, you know, I thought you might fancy puttin’ her back to Razor again.” There was a stunned silence from David. “Well, it were a success last time weren’t it? The pups, you know?”


David finally laughed out loud. “Ha-ha! A success? I doubt she’ll let that randy little sod get behind her again this side of Armageddon! She hates him with a vengeance; not surprisin’ after the way he treated her.”


“Ar, but she had pups!”


“Was how she got them was the problem, Eric! She went into shock after he nailed her! Her first time an’ there’s this… thing on top of her, all cock an’ thrust, grabbin’ her neck, growlin’, slaverin’.”


“Much like me with my Hattie.”


David smiled. “I tell you, she hates him. They only get within a foot of each other now and she’s bristlin’, showin’ her teeth.”


“An’ that’s much like my Hattie with me.” Eric shuddered. “Bugger but that wind’s got up a bit chill, aint it? That’ll snow tonight, mark me on that.” Eric shuffled a little closer to the inadequate shelter of the autumn-trimmed hedge and peered through it. Perched on the bare branches of the hawthorn trees growing close to the roadway were several pheasants, their silhouettes plainly visible against a star-pricked, blackcloth sky. “Just look at them, stupid sods!”


David turned to look. “Ar. They’ve used them for the last couple of nights now.”


Eric snorted in exasperation. “Stupid sods! There’s a wood of firs behind ’em an’ they’re sat on them bare branches lookin’ as big as bloody footballs. You wanna get them thorns down and on y’ fire this next year, save a lot of bother… save us bein’ out here for one.”


“If not here then elsewhere. They make the most of them berries while they’re about and they’ll soon move into the firs when real winter comes. Anyway, they’ll come to no harm tonight, bright as this. Only a raw recruit or nutter will be out poachin’ tonight.”


“Then why are we ’ere, eh?” Eric shook his head. “What you don’t realise is they’ve got all day and night to get at these birds, poachers like Stratton and his ilk. The day’s theirs to make of it what they will, an’ that’s mostly mischief. While you? You’ve got to sleep sometime. You should listen to some sense; talk to Liam and get ’em felled.”


“A poacher of Alec Stratton’s experience is the last bloke to be out on a night such as this.”


Eric sat up a little. “Know that from chat then do we?”


David shook his head. “That chat never comes my way, Eric, you know that. Steph and Alice Stratton never discussed points of friction.”


“Oh, yeah?”


“Yeah. I said, so did Steph… as things are it makes no odds now anyway.”


“Why’s that?”


“Steph’s not been seein’ much of her of late; Alice. I think the friendship’s cooled a bit.”


“Not before it’s time neither; best off out of it.”


“Maybe.”


“What, you’re not gonna tell me you liked your missus an’ that Stratton woman bein’ bosom buddies are you?”


“No. But… just seems Steph’s lost some of her… I don’t know, some of her… joy.”


“What?”


“Nothin’, forget it.”


Eric stubbed his cigarette into the soil. “What d’ you mean ‘some of her joy’?”


“I said forget it… just leave it, eh?”


“Some of her joy?”


“Eric!”


“Yeah right.” He paused. “So, you’re not gonna cut them hawthorns down an’ get us a few nights off then?”


“Oh, subtle.”


“Well, are y’?”


“No! I’m not a one for cutting stuff down just ’cos it don’t suit. Pheasants aside, there’s thrushes… redwings, fieldfares; they rely on them berries to stock up fat for the winter.”


“You’re too soft by ’alf, you are. If they were mine, I’d be toastin’ marshmallows over ’em come next December.” There was a short silence as Eric resettled himself. “I should’ve bought one from that first lot.”


“A marshmallow?”


“A pup y’ soft bugger, a pup! I should’ve bought one from that first matin’. They were grand little ’uns, all of ’em.”


David sighed. “You should’ve. I did offer.”


“You did… an’ wanted forty quid for the pleasure!”


“Bloody hell, Eric, you could easily afford it. You’re the only man I know could commit suicide by jumpin’ off his wallet!”


“When you get to pushin’ sixty, youngster, you ’ave to watch the pennies, you’ll learn that in time.”


“What I have learned is that you’re a tight-fisted sod.” Eric grunted. “An’ that litter were your chance, I did say to get in early.”


“Ar, but, forty quid!”


“’Ark at you.” David mimicked Eric but added a nasal whine. “‘But, forty quid!”’


“Well, I’m backed in a corner now, Patch in retirement an’ all, so I might just have to stump up the cost with the next lot.”


“Have you not been here for the past conversation? I just said there’ll be no next lot.”


“But think of them grand pups… them grand pups of which you never kept a one of… nor Liam. Sold ’em all, an’ at forty quid a bloody go, greedy bugger!”


“I’d been daft enough to promise too many folk. The four she had were three short of them as were wanted. Anyhow, we’d got three Labs an’ two terriers; there’s only so many dogs a body can afford to run.”


“Only one terrier now though.”


“Thanks for that gentle reminder.”


“Right though, aint I?”


“An’ you could see all this coming, could you?”


“Belt an’ braces, youngster, belt an’ braces.”


“I’ll bet you’re a hundred per cent accurate in hindsight, aren’t you?”


“I am, an’ I’ll tell you summat else that’s a fact too. Fetchin’ them two together - Razor, heart of a lion, Jill, killin’ machine? Master stroke of breedin’; a master stroke!”


“Master stroke? What are you talking about? Master str… that’s not flattery, Eric, that’s bollocks.”


“Grand pups though, weren’t they? Got to be worth a second go.”


David shrugged his shoulders. “Dunno…”


“And not wantin’ to remind you…”


“Yes, yes, I’ll be wantin’ a replacement for Sack, yes, I heard you the last time, an’ the time before that.”


“Right though, aren’t I? Both times.”


“Maybe.”


“An’ it might even make the missus perk up a bit, eh? Get a bit of harmony back on the ranch; some ‘joy’?” Eric took out another cigarette and lit it, the breeze forcing him to cup his hand round his lighter’s reluctant flame.


David looked across at him. “You want to pack that silly lark in y’ know. Everything in this county wearin’ a nose will know where we are. You sound like a wind-broke horse when you’re out beating as it is.”


“That’s it, take away all me pleasures. No terrier an’ now no bloody fags neither!”


“I didn’t say that… Christ, you don’t leave off do y’? I’ll have you burstin’ into tears in a minute!” He paused, sighed. “Look… alright, all I will say is I’ll have a talk to Liam. An’ y’ right, I will need another.”


“You’ve finally seen sense!”


“Hold on, hold on! I only said I’d talk.”


“Ar, I know, but it’s the right thing, you mark me on that.” Eric shuddered and repeated. “Bugger! It’s cold, innit? What time did he say he’d be here?”


“Half eleven.” David glanced at his watch. “Twenty past now… ayup, talk of the devil.”


They got up stiffly, climbed the gate and moved to join Liam who had appeared through a gap in the tall hedge that bounded the road. Eric greeted him with a tugged forelock and a subdued whisper. “Evenin’ Gaffer.”


“You’re being very servile. What d’you want?”


“Christ, can’t an ordinary under-keeper be civil to his head keeper and not have an accusation of ulterior motives thrown in his face?”


“An ordinary under-keeper, yes. You? No. All quiet on the western front?”


David nodded. “Been so quiet you can hear the frost settle, or at least we would’ve heard the frost settle if Eric had stopped talkin’.”


“Yeah, I’ve spent many a night out with him too.”


“All quiet for you?”


“Without him, yeah. Nothin’ doin’… night bright as this.”


“Tell y’ what,” said Eric. “Let’s all stand here, y’ know, in the middle of the road and under this moon. Give everybody a real good look at our silhouettes, shall we?”


David looked at Liam. “That’ll be a request to move then, will it?”


Disregarding this, Eric moved back along the road and climbed over the gate to settle once more behind the hedgerow. David threw a look at Liam as they heard Eric’s continued conversation drift out from the dark. “Bloody damp’s got back to this spot an’ I’d just warmed it through.”


They climbed over the gate to join Eric as David offered his opinion. “Such a pleasure, sharin’ this night with you.”


In the silence that followed they settled behind the hedge and locked into stakeout mode. It was Eric’s voice that broke the lengthy silence.


“We was just talkin’ Liam, weren’t we, Dave, about that Jill and how best to get her an’ Razor together again.”


David sighed loudly and Liam’s incredulity echoed it. “What?”


“You mean you were, Eric!” David turned to Liam. “I was just listenin’ to him bleating on about it; I never got more than a word in.”


“I can imagine.”


“Ideal match them two though, weren’t they? I’ve told ’im.” Eric indicated David, still determined to get some sort of resolution to the discussion. “Ideal.”


“Yes, alright, Eric, you’ve made your point. You want a pup,” sighed David again.


“An’ you do.”


“So you say.”


Liam joined in. “What, as a replacement for Sack y’ mean?”


David looked from one to the other. “Jesus. It’s a good job I’m not tryin’ to forget about it. Yes, as a replacement for Sack, thanks for the reminder… again.”


There was another lengthy pause as all three men looked out into the dark. Eventually, Liam spoke. “Well, not wishing to spoil this companionable moment but there’s some rats to sort out tomorrow, in that cattle yard of Butler’s, inside the lean-to, if you’ve both got nothing better to do, that is.”


“I thought you’d dropped some poison down,” said Eric.


“I did but then Butler wanted to use it for those store cattle he gets from that chap in Wales so I had to lift it before it really got goin’. Cattle are gone but poison will be no good now, not this close to shoot days. Give one of them guests’ dogs a dose of the Warfarin an’ we’ll not be popular.”


“Might make some of ’em work better, that or an eighth of an ounce of lead behind the left ear; either usually does the trick.”


David shuffled a little in his seat. “When were you lookin’ to do it?”


“After mornin’ feed. Say… eleven?”


“Oh… erm…”


“There a problem, Dave; got summat on?”


“No, no, just, I was goin’ shopping with Steph is all. No, I’ll sort it out. She’ll not mind.”


“You sure?”


“Yeah, sure. We usually go… well, Steph usually goes of an evenin’ but I thought I’d, y’ know take a mornin’ out an’ go with her. Sort of get…” His voice tailed off.


“Some joy?” ventured Eric.


“Some what?”


“Nothin’, Liam. Just Eric bein’ his usual helpful self. Do you want me to bring all me buck ferrets along?”


“Just that big white ’un, Dave. He kills ’em well. I’ll fetch along my couple of polecats; they’ve not had a day on rats for over three month now. We’ll fetch our terriers along as well.”


“What, Razor and Jill?”asked Eric.


“Yeah.”


“Together?”


“Yeah, they’ll be fine; we just need to keep on top of ’em.”


“If you say so.”


“Oh, now I get it; jealous ’cos you’ve not got one.”


Eric snorted out loud. “Ha! Very funny that, you should be on the stage; there’s one leavin’ in ten minutes.”


David got up “Right, if we’re back on the subject of terriers, I’m off to check the far end of the Old Railway.” He began to climb over the gate. “What time tomorrow, Liam?”


“Eleven.”


“Right, see you both then.”


Liam’s closing remark drifted on the breeze to the departing David. “Yeah… an’ don’t forget that terrier of yours. With one short we’ll need all the help we can get.”


Eric’s voice followed on. “You can’t leave it be can y’?”


David called back. “Now you know what it were like bein’ me this past hour.”


Eric called out. “Oh, Dave…?”


After a brief pause, David arrived back at the gate. “Yes, Eric?”


“G’night.” Eric smiled.


“It’s just on five to twelve which means it’s almost tomorrow, Eric. I’ve been up since five this mornin’, this is no time for bloody jokes… if you’re so bloody perky, Pinky, you walk the Railway an’ I’ll get off home to me bed.”


Eric nodded in the direction of the gate-leaning David. “He’s an idle sod he is.”


“I’m an idle sod? This from a man still sat on his arse an’ thinks he’s had a hard day if he has to pick up the empty cartridges from round the pegs!”


Cutting the conversation short, Eric got up from the still cold, still damp grass. “I’m not listening to this rubbish. As instructed, I’m gonna walk the Railway, then I’ll glance in at The Quarry. I’ve been up since half four this mornin’, but I’ll manage it.” Eric climbed the gate and stood next to David. “An’ you two wouldn’t know a day’s hard work if it jumped out of a hedge an’ bit you in the ankle.”


David shook his head. “Jesus, ’ark at you.”


Eric disregarded him. “All the same the younger set. No stamina, no time to listen to the voice of experience.”


“When the voice of experience talks, I’ll listen,” replied David. “Right, thanks for doin’ the Railway, Eric. I’ll do far side of The Clump an’ the river. Oh, Eric, if you’re at The Quarry watch out for them open tree roots on them tracks; in fact stay at the bottom of the drop. Man of your age, failin’ eyesight an’ all that, you could fall through one.”


“Not with that paunch, he couldn’t,” said Liam as he rose from the grass, his joints silently shrieking in protest at having to move. “He’d get jammed in a hula-hoop. Right. I’ll walk Cut-Throat Lane an’ round Ling Mere then. That way we’ll all be pullin’ our weight.”


The blackthorn barb in David’s palm, forgotten during the past conversations, was now making its presence felt. “I’ll have to get this bugger out tonight, today… wherever we are; it’s throbbin’ like a Vincent Black Shadow.”


“How’d you pick that one up?”


“Tryin’ to get through the bottom end of Barton’s Plantation. It’s that thick I reckon there’s an undiscovered tribe of pygmies in there.”


“I’ll bet they’re the buggers who poached it last year, an’ we didn’t hear ’em ’cos they used blow pipes!”


“That weren’t no bloody pygmies, Eric,” added Liam seriously. “That was our friend Mister Alec-bloody-Stratton.”


All three sighed inwardly and David shuffled his feet. “Ar, well…”


“Dave said Steph’s not seein’ Stratton’s missus no more though, right Dave?”


“Ar.”


Liam brightened a little. “Well, that’s some good news then.”


“Good-ish. I’ve just said to Eric, just made things not so hot on the home front of late, well, that an’ this job… an’ then Sack. Was just a bit… y’ know? But getting better.”


“The job?”


David shuffled his feet a little. “A bit, but more the Stratton thing, I think. The difficulties it were causin’ for me, well all of us I guess, they’ve got to her finally.”


“Steph reckons the pressure’s come from us, does she?”


David looked across the fields and the chasm separating him from home and hearth. “Me, Liam, just me.” He turned from the gate. “Hm… Right. See you both for rattin’ tomorrow. An’ we’ll have some chat about gettin’ this old codger a terrier, Liam.”


Liam nodded. “Ar… an’ you, if it’ll help.”


“Ar, maybe.”


Eric moved past David. “Well done you two, sounds like you’ve heard the voice of experience!”
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Chapter Two


Month 11 – January 1985


“Best Edwards on the market! Get ’em ’ere! Best Edwards! Ten pence a pound! Yes love?”


“Carrots please, three pound… oh, and a cabbage, Savoy, please.”


“Yes, love.”


The stallholder gathered the items and Stephanie fumbled in her purse, sorting out the coins. As she looked up she saw a face she recognized serving another customer further along the array of vegetables. The woman looked across at the same instant, smiled then turned back to her customer, flicking the brown paper bag of mushrooms over in her hands to seal it as she did so. Taking the money, she placed it in a leather satchel slung across her shoulder and called across.


“Know you, don’t I? Stephanie aint it?”


The man tipped the vegetables into her hessian bag and Stephanie paid. “Thank you… Yes, in the café, that day when it was raining; you’re Alice.”


Alice moved closer. “Ar, Les’ place, both got it right then! Did he give you discount?”


“Pardon? Er, who… no, I… er…”


“Thought not, that’s our Alan.” She looked across at the man who had served Stephanie and was now busy stacking parsnips on the display. “Y’ tight-fisted sod! Give ’er ten percent, friend’s discount, eh?”


A grunt and nod accompanied a coin passed to Stephanie.


“Oh, no really…”


“Go on, take it! Small change it may be but not to be sneezed at in these times. Way things’re goin’ it’ll be all that bugger Thatcher’ll leave us!” A gust of wind whipped a handful of sopping paper past their feet, flapping canopy and coat alike. Alice saw Stephanie shudder at its suddenness and temperature. “Cold enough for y’?”


Stephanie smiled. “Yes, plenty thanks.”


“Thought so. Did you enjoy that last lot of snow then?”


“While it looked fairy tale, yes, but not with the slush it left behind. Bit of an Indian-giver is snow, I’ve always thought. You?”


“Indian-giver?”


“Yes, you know, promises one thing, gives another.”


“Oh, yes. Can’t say it’s occurred to me before, but y’ right.” Alice smiled at her. “Ar, Indian-giver.”


“See, Arctic’s not got it all.”


“True.” Alice smiled at the reminder then indicated the hat Stephanie was wearing. “You knit that yourself?”


“Er, yes… why, does it show?” She touched the hat nervously.


“A less charitable person would say you were wearin’ it for a bet; not me you understand, just someone less sensitive than me.” Once more unsure, it took Alice’s laugh to diffuse the situation. “Only jokin’, Stephanie, just jokin’ y’. Looks very nice, an’ the stitchin’, so neat. Can I see?”


Removing the hat, Stephanie passed it across. “Wasn’t quite sure how to take that.” She laughed a little. “Your sense of humour takes a bit of getting used to.”


“You’ll soon do that.” Alice handled the hat. “That really is so neat. My handicrafts are on the scruffy side of rubbish next to this. It’s been a long time since I did any; one look at this an’ I know why. Very smart.” She handed it back.


A further blast of wind hit them and Stephanie shuddered once more. “I put on extra woollies but I think I should have brought a flask of soup as well.”


“You should, then I could have scrounged some off y’. You said you were one up from decoratin’ in the café. You all done yet?”


Stephanie was slightly flustered by the continued rapid changes in subject. “Sorry? One up from…?”


“Decoratin’.”


“Oh, yes, I see. Yes I am, well, furnishing… cushion covers…”


“Ar, furnishin’. All done?”


“No. A little thing called Christmas got in the way… Well, Christmas and the estate shoot days.”


“Best thing to do with Christmas, Stephanie, is smack its arse and send it on its way, I reckon!”


“I’m almost in agreement. Both of them made unfair demands on time and tide.”


“Estate, you say? You work up there then; Barn Tor?”


“Yes. Well, not me, my husband, he’s one of the keepers… you know; gamekeepers. I do bits in the big house, parties and such, when they need extra staff, but it’s David who’s employed there.”


“David. That your husband…?”


“Alice, come on! There’s custom waitin’!”


The shout cut Alice short in her enquiry. “Alright, alright, keep your ’air on!” She nodded in the man’s direction. “My dad’s younger brother, Alan. It’s his stall.”


“Yes, I remember you saying.”


“He’s too old for this really. My dad’s way too old and he’s had the sense to pack it in, but Uncle Alan, he insists on keepin’ on.” Alice shook her head. “Soft bugger. I ’elp out on alternate days, more frequent when he’s short staffed; no slackin’ peasants here remember, an’ the money’s useful…”


“Al-iss!”


“Yes, I said alright! I said!” She turned to Stephanie. “See what I mean? Got to go, love, his whingin’ lordship commands… probably just the same as yours, ’cept yours has got a better accent, eh? Maybe see you around here again? I’m on regular most weeks, an’ there’s always a bit of discount for preferential customers.”


“Thank you, Alice. I’ll repay the compliment one day.” The wind gusted again as a hurry-up. “Bye.”


“Bye, Stephanie.” Alice waved tentatively and half smiled as Stephanie moved off towards the doorway of the indoor market.
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Day 11 – Tuesday 20th November 1985


“Voice of experience! I don’t think so,” scoffed David as they split up to go their separate ways.


Within fifty paces the three keepers had put a hedgerow, the old orchard and a road between them, seemingly, hopefully, the only three people abroad at seven minutes past twelve.


After five minutes walking and part-way across the field, Eric glanced up. The sky was filling cloudy, gradually covering the glittering constellations that had jigsawed themselves together throughout the evening, and the temperature dropped as the breeze sharpened its blade on the woodland strop and rose in threat.


‘That bugger’s gonna snow,’ he thought. ‘I know it.’


The creatures living on the open fields, either by force or necessity, registered this threatened change in the weather too. Rabbits grazed a little quicker and moles, like hands in pockets, dug a little deeper.


Eric reached the edge of the Railway bank, his waterproof leggings making the stretch over the wire fence pull on his hip joints. But then he was quickly down the slope and the still comfort in the base of the railway cutting wrapped around him like a sleeping bag, relaxing his face and shoulder muscles.


Along this old trackway, now denuded of its iron rails and wooden sleepers but still covered by the weed-pocked, creosote-stained ballast that once supported them, were the skeletal remains of a dream ripped apart by Mister Beeching and his cohorts many years ago. Although they preserved the remote country stations, which gave an accurate map of the country homes of politicians, what they helped destroy was the Britannia Class landscape in the lives of suburban, short-trousered tykes with grey mothed pullovers, grubby knees and notebooks. These past runways of British Rail rolling stock were now just the winter roosting sites of wood pigeon, of fieldfare and redwing and here, on one of the estate’s favoured drives, of pheasants; and tonight they were all in their allotted places.


Eric moved to the first of several straw covered feed rides dotted along this trackway, his line of vision out front, never upward for fear his white-orb face would alarm these dozing yet alert birds.


On the field at the top of the railway embankment, along the boundary hedge and in line with the keeper, a fox was also moving, as intent as Eric on not disturbing these hawthorn sentinels; not until he was ready. That moment would arrive at the spot where the railway track’s shrinking embankment and the downward slope of the field became one. Here the hawthorns were lower and it would not be the first time an inexperienced pheasant had chosen this inadequate height to roost. A leap, a snap… it just might fill a corner of vulpine hunger.


Moving noiselessly along the straw ride, it was the moon’s shadows that caused Eric’s heart to slip out of gear. The shape of what seemed to be a crouching man shimmered to his right and, always one to get the priorities right, he gripped tighter onto his stick and stood rooted to the spot. His heart re-engaged immediately as hawthorn-bush-recognition shamed stalking-vandal-supposition but even so, suddenly, it felt quite warm. This split second halt, however, saved greater embarrassment for the hunting fox as, keeping to a steady measured pace, it emerged onto the rail track right in front of the immobile keeper. Indeed, had Eric’s progress not been halted, these two night stalkers, both so quiet and intent on their own business, would have cannoned into each other; even so, the sudden, close appearance of man and beast caused some intestinal collisions. Their respective pulse rates bounced into turbo-mode as both moved out of their skin, stopped in their regard for each other, regained their composure then stood their ground, one in silent study, one in studied silence. The charm was broken by the wand of breeze; fox sniffed man and Eric was left with just pheasants for company.


After the briefest of pauses Eric moved on, glancing only to mark the track. A chat with David later in the morning would sign a death warrant and, four days later, this very fox would walk that very same track for the very last time, its progress through wood and life arrested by a carefully placed fox snare which would dress this complacent Reynard and take it out for one very last night of dancing.


Apart from this close encounter of the foxy kind, Eric’s route along the straw covered spectre-track was uneventful and he finally melted into some thick hawthorn and bramble cover. Deliberately left to its own devices, this tangled growth obscured the Railway from any prying eyes using Raynes Lane. He pushed his way through these barbed hosts to finally reach the lane via a steep climb created by an in-filled bridge. A quick check told of no traffic on the move.


‘Not likely, at,’ watch-check, ‘twelve forty in the morning,’ he thought. ‘Only fools and ne’er-do-wells abroad at this time, an’ I know which I am. All clear!’


Eric was up and over the post-and-rail fence with an alacrity that belied his fifty plus years and he stood at the roadside for a lean-against-post cigarette, drawing a sound map of the locality as he did so.


He lit up.


‘What was that? Owl kill? Fox pounce?’


Stiffened and alert, Eric’s senses struggled to be the first to identify the sound. Time slipped into overtime but still nothing registered. The pregnant pause was on the verge of growing into an adult silence when he finally fixed the location after a further muffled sound.


‘To the left… bottom of Stonepit Belt.’ More noise. ‘What the hell…?’


He moved toward the sound’s epicentre as, crushed underfoot, the cigarette was left to become the target of interest for hunting song birds when dawn would break some six hours later.


Keeping the hedge as shadow-companion, he moved slowly, almost over cautiously for it seemed to him now that a violent struggle was taking place up ahead. On hands and knees like a hunting fox and near the bend in the lane that concealed the woodland’s gateway, Eric drew ever closer to the aural drama.


The noise was clearly audible, a confusion of muffled grunts and yells. It was only as the cries of distress were rising to a crescendo that the rear end of the customised Ford Zodiac parked in the gateway came into view. At the same time, the miasma of sounds became a recognisable, universal duologue:


“OhGod… Oh,yes!Yessss…!Yes!No!Ohno!OhGod!HM mmhmmhmm… Please? Yes, please… Oh! Oh! OOOO HHHH! AARRHH! Here. I. Cumm… Aa.a.a.aaaa… OO… OO… OO… HHH… UMPH…! H!H!Aaaa…”


The vehicle’s wildly bucking rear end protested violently, its springs forced to undergo this unexpected human rally-cross and Eric’s head dropped as the sounds stirred his groin, forcing him to concentrate fully on dismissing it; even a slight erection in waterproof leggings could prove terminal. Still on all fours, he crawled beyond the gateway, pausing only to carefully place his hand in an unseen dog turd left that very morning by a red setter blessed with an overachieving appetite and an underachieving bowel; this took care of any worries concerning an erection. Once past car and gateway he stood up, a handful of grass serving as makeshift towel.


Silence descended.


‘Christ, I think he’s killed ’er.’


The stillness spoke of exhaustion and loneliness both inside and out. Eric moved off to the right, along the belt of trees and its ditch towards the dark hulk that was Stonepit Wood, stopping only to swill his hands in the ditch-trapped water. As he reached the angled joint of Wood and Belt, he heard the car start and at the same instant felt, in silent blessing, the first snowflakes kiss his forehead.


He watched as the well-tested vehicle carried its scything headlights and exhausted partners back; back, possibly, to stammered excuses of punctures; of old friends met; back to excuses given to husbands, wives or partners who yearned, above all, to be told the truth.
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“An’ just what bloody time do you call this?”


David smiled as he entered the Home Farm yard carrying a leather-strapped ferret box over his one shoulder, a double-barrelled four-ten shotgun over his other, Jill tracking his pace, already aware of what was afoot. He looked at his watch. “Mornin’, David, nice to see you! Not much in the way of snowfall earlier, were there? No, Eric, not much but you got the forecast right, well done. How are you…? No? That not the type of civilised conversation we’re gonna have? Oh, right, we’ll dispense with the usual pleasantries that we humans indulge in then shall we? Right. Well, it’s eleven fifteen, Eric, why, what time do you call it?”


Eric turned to Liam. “Are you going to put up with him arrivin’ late and talkin’ to a senior and heroic member of the keeperin’ staff like that?”


“If you’d bothered to ask you’d know the reason I’m late is twofold. First, I had to make peace with Steph about the shoppin’, that were a feat in itself. I’m just glad she was reasonable about it, or as reasonable as a woman who’s forgotten what her husband looks like can be.”


Eric waited then asked. “An’ the second?”


“You’re looking at the keeper who’s already picked up two foxes today. Yes, you heard right, two!”


“Died of old age then did they?”


“They were closer to old age than you’ll ever be smokin’ sixty fags a day as you do, but no. Both cubs of the year, an’ it was clever fieldcraft what did it.”


“Oh, right, cubs of the year… right. Inexperienced then, which explains it.”


“Experienced or not that’s two pelts that’ll fetch sixty quid to the Christmas kitty, so just remember it when Santa comes callin’. Heroic?”


“Did you parcel ’em up as well then…?”


Eric interrupted Liam’s question. “Never mind about him parcellin’ up a couple of bloody fox pelts! I’ll tell you both about the one he’s missed in a bit. What about the real news of the day?”


“Which is?”


“You’re lookin’ at the keeper, the heroic keeper mind, who’s just nabbed a couple of poachers, armed poachers mind, on Ling Mere, mornin’ flightin’ if you please!”


David looked from Eric to Liam. “What, you did… this mornin’; on your own? You’re the one sayin’ we should always be in twos or tell folk where you’re goin’… I don’t bloody believe it! Liam ?”


Liam nodded. “No, it’s right. That young lad of Bradshaw’s an’ another from that travellers’ caravan park out by Lord’s Quarter.”


Eric tagged on with the tale, eager to gain maximum praise for his efforts. “I just happened on ’em. I know Bradshaw’s lad well an’ I’ve seen the other about at odd times in the village, hangin’ about with that lass… Erica whassername… Dyson, that’s it! Richard Dyson’s daughter; ’er as works in that butcher’s… Taggart’s, on the high street. Cheeky little sods.”


“Oh, right. Lads. Inexperienced then; that explains it. What, were they throwing stones at ’em or summat?”


Eric scoffed at David. “You cheeky bugger! I’ll have you know it were a risky old business; two of ’em an’ firearms involved! I just went in instinctive like and faced ’em out, nary a thought for me own safety.”


“What time were this then?”


“Just gone seven.”


“Well I ’eard no shots an’ I was feedin’ The Railway then…”


“An’ talkin’ of The Railway, I saw charlie workin’ the bank there after I left you pair, ’bout half twelve.”


“What, on the track?”


“Just above. Were makin’ for them low scrub thorns, where the field and bank meet. Lookin’ for a cheap meal, I reckon.”


“That’d explain the scent I got a couple of nights ago; thought then one was usin’ the trackway. Right, thanks, Eric, that’ll be three then.”


“You’ve to catch it first, young ’un.”


“I will. So, your poachers then… I said I ’eard no shots comin’ from the lake this mornin’…?”


“No you wouldn’t. They had a couple of air rifles, one-seven-sevens…”


David cut in, “Oh, bloody hell, air rifles! I thought they were usin’ a punt-gun at the very least, the way you’ve built it up.”


“A one-seven-seven can blind a body at close range, I’ll have you know! Anyhow, I waded in, no thought for me own safety, disarmed ’em both then escorted ’em to the police house for Bob to sort; handy it bein’ just down the lane from there.”


“Christ, Eric, Bradshaw’s lad’s only fifteen an’ I’ll bet the other weren’t much older! We’re not talking Mick McManus ’ere.”


“It’s easy for them who weren’t facin’ the guns to scoff. The situation was riddled with danger, but I’d got it fully under control. I’m tellin’ y’ there were guns involved!”


David looked across at Liam, who just shrugged and smiled. “Some use you are.” He turned back to Eric. “Did they not try and scarper?”


“For what? Young Bradshaw knows I know him, an’ his dad as well, so it’d only get worse if he’d run… I’d got his rifle anyhow. He’d dropped it in some nettles the second he caught sight of me, but I clocked him.”


“That’s what’s known as disarmin’ people in the Cornby household is it?” asked David. “Pickin’ up an air rifle from out the nettles?”


Eric ignored it. “I reckon it’s his dad’s. The coppers have got it now so he’s in deep enough. The other stayed with him… I suppose it shows a level of support, a sort of honour among thieves, but my reckonin’ is he couldn’t give a toss anyway.”


“Ar, the only whack he’ll get is from his dad for gettin’ caught,” added Liam. “I tell y’, the sooner them travellers move on the better.”


“Gi’ me a couple of nights an’ half a dozen blokes an’ I’ll get ’em shifted.”


“An’ a stretch in prison to go with it.”


“Gotta catch us first. Anyhow, once he’d been cautioned, I took Bradshaw back to his dad,” continued Eric. “Pity the poor sod that. Then Bob marched the other back to the caravan site, an’ you’re right there, he’ll get little change from them lot, but at least now they’ll know this estate’s on the case. An’ not only them. Word’ll get out and we’ll see little trouble for a few days now, all thanks to my bravery, vigilance and direct action.” He looked at them both. “Thank you, Eric, for doin’ our job for us!”


David turned to Liam. “Not backward in comin’ forward is he? Well, I suppose praise is in order. Well done, Eric.”


“You’re welcome, an’ I guess it’s a muted well done on the fox front. So, you’re still late. Did you parcel ’em up?”


“It’s important now is it, whether or not I parcelled ’em up? No, I left that to Steph.”


Liam looked at him. “What, after tellin’ ’er the shopping trip was off? You’ve got a bloody nerve.”


“Well, as she was goin’ into town, I thought she could post ’em.” He looked at their expressions. “I was already runnin’ late so I sort of asked her if she’d mind wrappin’ them as well.”


“Bloody hell! Half-a-job-Dave we should call you.”


“Half-a-marriage more like!”


“No, she were OK about it… sort of… she could see I weren’t strainin’ at the leash to go when she mentioned it, shoppin’ that is.” David laid out the reasoning. “Sortin’ the foxes out made me late as it were an’ I rushed on, knowin’ you’d be eager to see a decent terrier in action, you not havin’ one an’ all, Eric. I’d ’ave been able to wrap the pelts up if I’d not had your good self on my mind. Bloody hell, I even skipped a second cup of tea at breakfast to get along here as early as I could!” He looked across at Liam. “I’ll not hold me breath waitin’ for a thank you from misery-guts over there.”


Eric grunted. “What’s to thank you for? You just said Steph were alright about it, and there’s no heroics in snarin’ a couple of foxes… an’ I’ve just said, you’ve missed one.”


“An’ none in catchin’ a couple of kids with air rifles.”


“Well, are we goin’ shootin’ rats or are we just to stand around ’ere an’ chat?”


Liam picked up his ferret box. “Some would say that’s all you were capable of doin’, Eric, but I’d not be so unkind. And well done for this morning, both of you.” He paused. “You don’t think it might have been politic then, Dave? To go with Steph.”


“No, it’s alright.”


“I don’t want her gettin’ further into a strop with you because of her lost friendship and then have you absent from the shoppin’ trip on top of that. Don’t want to have it spillin’ over; have it makin’ things difficult all round.”


“Not all about you, y’ know, Dave, see?” chimed in Eric.


“Never you mind that, Eric, it’s for all of us. The last thing we want, the last thing either of you two want, is an unhappy missus. Not to put a too fine point on it, Dave, you’ve shot Steph’s dog and lost her a friendship. Don’t mean a thing to us, the friendship that is, the dog does but not the friendship, but to her? With that sort of stuff goin’ on the last thing you want is to upset her further over summat we consider as trivial but she sees as the weekly shop.”


Eric looked at David. “You know, for a bloke that’s not married he talks a lot of sense.” He stared at Liam. “Are you readin’ the agony columns in Hattie’s magazines when you pop in for coffee?”


Liam shook his head. “No wonder you’re both makin’ a hash of things.”


“Don’t lump me in with him! My Hattie and me are on the best of terms, it’s this daft bugger that doesn’t seem able to grasp the importance of keepin’ the missus happy.”


“Eric’s right, Dave. Does you nor the job no favours.”


“I’m sure it’ll all come good.” David hesitated a little. “Home landscape a bit mountainous at times but things are definitely better.” His voice drifted off uncertainly as he finished, “An’ I think she was fine about my missin’ person act today…”


“Right, let’s get on with it then lads; get an’ kill some rats.” Liam walked to his Land Rover. “You’ll be havin’ Jill up front, Dave?”


“Is Razor in the back?”


“Yes.”


“Then yes.”


“She’s with Boss, Heinz and Kelly.”


“Oh, the Barn Tor Sawmill in attendance, is it?” David looked across the yard. “That your Land Rover, Eric? You couldn’t walk ’ere?”


Liam’s look spoke volumes as he answered for Eric. “Eric’s followin’ on. ’Cos he’s not got a terrier he’s fetched along Simba.”


“Oh, bloody hell, Eric!” David looked across at Eric’s Land Rover almost as if he expected a dragon to leap out of it at any second.


“There’ll be none of that sort of talk from you, my lad! If you’d priced that first litter of terriers at an acceptable figure none of this would be happenin’. Now you’ve to pay the bill for your greed.”


“But bloody Simba! As if the chance of gettin’ rat or ferret bit aint bad enough!” David sighed. “Bloody Simba? I should’ve insured me ferrets.”


The Barn Tor Sawmill was Liam’s pack; a kill-’em-all-collective consisting of Kelly, a Border-Lakeland crossed with a Pembroke corgi; Heinz, a black and white long-hair, whose coat looked like it was in mid-explosion and whose face looked like the result of a pug-bloodhound-poodle crash, and Boss, a fast and very willing to please out-cross, albeit one resembling the selective breeding attained by out-crossing a hare with a Rottweiler and adding a dash of Vietnamese potbellied pig.


All three dogs liked fuss and food in gargantuan amounts, loved the sofa when they could get it and killed vermin with an alacrity and pleasure that bordered on the decadent. None of them ever seemed to tire, would enter the thickest cover on the off-chance of finding sport and were a dab hand at thumping rats whilst simultaneously reading the last rites to rabbits. Kelly, Heinz and Boss were an invaluable aid on scratch days such as these; it was Simba’s presence that rang alarm bells with David.


Simba was a yellow something or other of lax manners and morals who had gained a reputation as the dog to watch, but for all the wrong reasons. She was a fully trained manicurist, able, when snatching sandwich crusts from the unwary, to trim fingers and nails to such a degree that the next burglary would leave no recognisable prints. She had also graduated as guard dog first class, gaining her papers by going up and over the kitchen sink and on through the closed picture window above it in order to investigate the sudden noise in Eric’s yard one winter. Outwardly friendly to other dogs and humans, nevertheless, inside, she saw them all in the light of fierce competition. Her only allegiances were to Eric and death, just not always in that order, for this was a dog that not only killed the rats but ate them too; David had every right to be wary.


“Well you just make sure you keep her on a lead and under some level of control, that’s all,” said David as he climbed into the front of Liam’s Land Rover. “If I’d have known she were comin’ I’d have worn me cricket pads and wicketkeeper’s gloves… me box as well.”


Eric moved off to his vehicle. “’Ark at ’im bleatin’ on. You just need to look to your Jill, young ’un. There’s a dog in the back there, one Razor by name, which bust her bubble last time they met; there’s still scores to settle.”


“For a bloke who wants a pup from ’em you’re not doin’ a good sales job,” said David. “I just hope they get a rat or two before that bloody Simba eats them first then any stray cattle hangin’ about!”


The three keepers drove off. Sport of one sort or another was in the offing.
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Given David’s valid concerns about Simba, and Eric’s reminder about Jill and Razor’s uneasy alliance, the first session of ratting went well. Eric kept tight control of Simba and by the time they sat for a brief halt and a welcome drop of tea, ferrets, canine foragers and firearms had accounted for twenty six rats. In fact, to the delight of Eric and the annoyance of Liam and David, any flashpoints that did occur were, indeed, between Jill and Razor.


The sense of competition was always high between the two terriers, but past skirmishes of a sexual nature meant there really was no common ground between them now. Several times the two dogs had to be worked well apart as tempers frayed beyond healthy competition, even allowing a rat to escape in one instance when the two terriers squared up to each other. The day’s results were still good however and, whilst tea was sipped in the lean-to, Liam indicated the remains of an old building, a one time livestock barn which sagged further along this main hedgerow. As with many such deserted sites nature had taken over the role of demolition contractor, and although slow to complete the contract she was absolutely thorough and never charged a penny for the work involved.


“You never know, the odd rat might’ve moved quarters. Close the day up nice if we can clear that too,” said Liam as he finished a sandwich. The other two agreed and so, with flasks bagged and an assorted menagerie in tow, they made their way towards the old ruin.


After many years of neglect this once well-used construction had been reduced to nothing more than a backbone in the soil. In spots around this skeletal reminder of past dreams and struggles were piles of rubble and bricks too damaged even for the estate road menders to use; not all was flat however. Standing nine bricks high by eighteen bricks long, defiant to abuse and impervious to weather and subsidence, was the remains of a wall. Now wearing a jumper of ivy as intricate as any Fair-Isle sweater, it had played host to many creatures during its years of proud isolation.


Mice and insects had birthed, lived and died in both its shadow and security, the only earth they had ever known. Wrens and long-tailed tits had reared their offspring in its ivy seclusion. Owls had used it as a spotting post from which to launch low-level attacks and diurnal raptors had used it as a butcher’s block.


On this day the wall was playing host to a very large, very brown, very ‘buck’ rat, as it had for the past two weeks. This mighty fellow had driven out the two long-tailed field mice lodged there just by his very presence. The tunnel he had usurped, widened and now called home was a shallow, short affair with an entrance-come-exit on either side of this wall; the one opening half-covered by a jumble of brick the other camouflaged by nettles as hot and as angry as the rat’s uneven temper. It was the perfect spot in which to create a den of domestic, macho, bachelor-rat bliss, and it was into this scene that Jill and Razor blundered.


The first the rat knew about the terrier’s presence was a blast of hot breath threatening to ignite his rear end. It came from Razor’s nose, only inches away from the heady scent of sport and eventual rodenticide. The buck rat shifted uncomfortably, weighing up the situation, deciding on what would be the best course to follow. Decisions were made for it when Razor eased back from the hole to allow in a little air.


As his eyes cleared the blindfold of deadnettle and grass, Razor caught sight of a determined Jill as she arrived at his side. As far as Razor was concerned their feud was only about sex but this was serious, she was after his rat. He rammed his nose back into the hole with a snarl, driving his snout home until the soil in the burrow cracked. Jill saw the rat’s head appear through the broken ground and reached forward. Faced with Jill’s purposeful stretch to administer oblivion, the rat was forced to adopt plan B which was to duck back into the hole and defaecate onto the tip of Razor’s nose in panic. Not wishing to outstay his welcome, for the snip of the terrier’s jaws was sufficiently close to give him a hurry-up as well as part his rump fur, the rat then squiggled through the tunnel toward the tradesman’s entrance. Jill was the first to realise this escape attempt and, with catlike agility and a high-pitched yelp, she whipped round the wall determined to profit from Razor’s blunder. Razor, tanked up on the heat of battle, heard her yelp, interpreted it correctly, pulled back from the hole and tore off round the other side of the wall. At this rate all three combatants would reach the other exit together… or as near together as makes no odds.


The rest of the lag-behind Barn Tor Sawmill were also alerted by Jill’s yelp and, as one dog, Kelly, Heinz and Boss homed in on the epicentre of the action determined not to miss out on the sport. Simba, doing a fair impression of a kite, tried to lose the restraint of the lead and join them. The rat quickly made for his other exit hole where he knew a nearby patch of tall nettles waited to conceal him but, by putting on an amazing turn of speed, Razor arrived at this exit just as the fur-covered rat-missile rattled over the bolt-hole’s threshold lickety-split. Razor was on the verge of snatching victory from the jaws of defeat, but the jaws of defeat had other ideas.


With the rat clear of the hole’s entrance and skittling toward the nettles and freedom, a huge leap from Jill made up ground on both rat and Razor as she closed in for the kill. As Razor’s head went down so the rats’ went up, both combatants determined to get their fatal bite in first. Razor’s teeth were right on target but so were Jill’s and the rat, its mouth open to receive the approaching Razor’s face, was taken slightly off target by Jill’s initial hit. As her mouth closed round the rat’s body, the rat’s closing teeth were jarred away from Razor’s lower jaw, but with hole-punch accuracy they closed on and neatly pierced the central rib of the terrier’s approaching nostrils, grinding their way through cartilage and skin and meeting firmly in the middle.


Razor’s teeth missed the rat altogether but the rest of him, as he braked and gambolled onward in forward momentum, did not miss the stand of nettles; his eyes and inner ears took the full brunt of the nettle’s spiteful armoury. Throughout this confusion, Jill’s grip remained tight. She braked right at the very edge of these nettles and began her first shake in accordance with page one of the working terrier’s rat-killing instruction manual.


With a fixed point to aim at now, three of the four canine musketeers moved in to what they fully expected to be a kill. The fourth, a near levitating Simba, was making every effort to join in the sport and, with an almighty lunge forward, finally wrested the lead out of Eric’s hand and sped off to what she fully expected to be lunch.


The pile-up, if it came, would be dogaclysmic.


All seven followers were stopped in their tracks by the almighty shriek Razor let out as the first twist of Jill’s head rippled along the rat’s body to reach its well clenched teeth. Even Simba, always one to dispute ownership of anything even vaguely edible, screeched to a halt and looked quizzically at her Master; Eric made the most of this hiatus and stamped on her lead. The second twist of Jill’s head, which produced much the same sound from Razor, killed the rat outright, the force of the movement breaking its back, but its teeth held firm as it entered its death throes. After Razor’s third shriek, the trio careered away from the nettles.


Razor was ‘en pointe’, trying to keep the body of the rat slack between him and Jill and wailing like a stuck pig, the blood spouting from his nose; Jill, her now wildly shaking head whipping the rat’s body too and fro, was well into kill mode; the rat remained dead. This horror soundtrack and David’s frantic shouts for Jill to “Leave it go!” were sufficient to keep the other dogs back and out of what now fast resembled a bad day at the abattoir. Shout as he would though, David’s commands went unheeded.


[image: images]


Jill stood by her master, her bloodied face framed in a grin, her lolling tongue moving back and forth, her tail twitching from side to side, both appendages the metronome of her heartbeat as all three keepers surveyed the carnage.


“I’m really sorry, Liam,” said David. “She’s normally so, y’know, does as she’s told… well, you know yourself. Can’t understand her; sorry, Razor.”


“The closest they’ve been for some months,” observed Eric succinctly.


Parting the two from the remains of the one had been difficult. After a couple of tentative goes which drew further stentorian blasts from Razor, Liam removed his jacket and rolled the terrier up in it. Eric and David then prised the teeth of the rat apart with a couple of pen knives but, try as they did, they could not staunch the flow of blood issuing from the terrier’s shattered nose.


“He’ll have to go to the vets an’ get stitched or summat, Liam,” volunteered Eric. “He’s in ’ell of a state. Looks like Brian London after the Porth Cawl brawl.”


“My shout, Liam.”


“No, Dave, good of you but no need. These things ’appen. I should’ve left him at home, should’ve known it’d end in tears.”


“Then let me pay ’alf then?”


Liam thought for a second before answering. “Ar, alright. Thanks.” He tucked the shivering Razor, still wrapped in the jacket, under his arm, gathered dogs and stick and moved off towards his Land Rover. “See you two later this evenin’.”


They watched him go then Eric glanced at David and said quietly. “I think Jill won that round, don’t you?”


David nodded. “I do.”


“Evened up the score, wouldn’t y’ say?” added Eric sagely.


“Ar, I would.”


“So, now they’ve settled up, nothin’ to stop Razor ’avin’ another go at givin’ her some more pups then is there?”
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Chapter Three


Month 10 – February 1985


“If y’ goin’ to the market can you get me another pair of them fingerless mittens, Steph? The others have got the palms out.”


“What are you doing with them? That’s two pair in as many months!”


“I’m wearin’ ’em for work, that’s what!”


Stephanie stepped out from the kitchen to the bottom of the stairs and called back in mock annoyance. “Well just stop it! Breakfast’s ready.” Returning, she busied herself with the final plating up of bacon and sausage frying on the Rayburn, and heard David coming down the stairs to join her. He sat, and she put the full plate onto the table. “Bread?”


“Yeah, ta.” David picked up knife and fork.


“Tea will be brewed in a minute.” She cut two slices of home-baked bread and put them on the tea plate next to David’s breakfast. “Catch-up go well this morning?”


“Ar, fourteen hens, nine cock birds. Cold’s brought ’em in. Let six of the cocks go, kept the one Chinese and the two melanistics back. Hens are all brailed and in the laying pen an’ I’ve re-set ’n’ fed for a second catch.” He looked out of the large kitchen window. “I’ll not hang about though. Looks like it could rain and I’ll not want any birds getting damp and losin’ too much in the way of feather.”


“I heard you get up but the call of the pillow was too great, sorry.”


“No blame there, love. Given the choice…” He placed one of the slices of bread onto the plate and began to dissect it amongst the contents. “I’ll destroy this lot then get round again. So, you at market?”


“Yes, I’ve to get veg for the rabbit stew tomorrow.”


“And dumplings?”


“’Course, don’t want the worker walking out on me, do I?”


“No, you’ll be courtin’ disaster if the man of this house has to go without his dumplings.”


“You have a way of making the most mundane sound saucy.” Stephanie dodged David’s attempted slap on her rump and placed a mug of tea on the table. “Enough of that, young man! I’ll not be party to such frippery.”


“And you have a way of making the most saucy sound mundane… You’ll not forget me mitts, will you?”


“Not now you’ve reminded me again, no.” Stephanie turned back to the Rayburn and a saucepan beginning to bubble. She pulled the pan back to simmer.


“What you got turnin’ over there?”


“Eye of newt, toe of frog…”


“What?”


“Nothing, just some of that tomato cocktail… that recipe they used in Norfolk… for a flask.”


“Flask? What, for goin’ to market with?”


“Yes.”


“Blimey, how long you gonna be?”


“I’m not. It’s just… I met a lady who works there, couple of weeks back.”
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