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Chapter 1


There was a dead ferret on my windscreen. Assuming it hadn’t fallen out of the sky, somebody must have put it there. An attached note would have been helpful, but it lay quite alone beside the wiper-blade. It was rather pretty for a ferret, foxy brown with a white chest, but clearly dead, not just having a bit of a lie down.


The absence of further information led me to believe that this was all part of the ongoing battle between the estate’s gamekeeper and our local poacher. Neither individual was likely to engage the law in resolving difficulties, both having been on the wrong side of it in the past. A less formal approach to Sir Charles’ agent was more favourable. Hence the ferret on my car.


I turned around and walked back into the estate office.


‘Oh, you’re back quickly,’ remarked Anne, my secretary.


‘Yes,’ I replied, ‘there’s a dead ferret on my car and I want to know who put it there.’


‘There’s a what?’ she asked as I strode into my office and closed the door.


I picked up the telephone and dialled Tony Williams’ number. He was the head keeper and might be able to shed some light on the situation.


His answerphone came on.


‘That’s Williams ’ere, I’m out,’ it said. Beep . . .


A not very enticing encouragement to leaving a message I thought and rang his mobile.


‘’Ello,’ he answered, amongst a buzz of crackles.


‘Tony, it’s James Aden here,’ I replied. ‘Have you got a minute?’ There was a silence, some more buzzing and a slightly clearer voice said, ‘I’ll go up the ’ill, ’old on, Mr Aden.’


I could hear him stomping through the undergrowth as he made his way to better reception and reflected on Sir Charles’ views towards ‘telegraphies’ as he called them. Not only did Sir Charles not have a mobile phone, he only had two proper telephones in his house, and his house was the size of a small village. However, his stringencies did not extend to his staff.


‘I’m ’ere now, can you ’ar me?’


‘Ah yes, that’s better Tony.’ I explained about the ferret.


‘That’ll be that damn Thorpe I’ve no doubt,’ he said. ‘He’s a bloody fool ’e is.’


‘Well, we’ve got to sort this business out,’ I said. ‘He’s taken an awkward line with the estate ever since he was ousted from the Frampton Ferret Society. Can you come in and discuss it later this afternoon?’


‘Bloody fool,’ he repeated, presumably still referring to Thorpe. ‘I’ll be back in about fourish then.’ With that the line went dead.


‘I’m off again now,’ I told Anne, ‘be back by four. Tony Williams is due in then.’


I walked back to my car, parked outside the estate office in the village square. The ferret hadn’t moved so I flung it on the passenger seat and got in beside it. I was due up at the Hall to see Sir Charles for my weekly meeting.


Although we saw or spoke to each other most days, Sir Charles had decided early on in our working relationship that an agenda and weekly meeting was the professional way forward.


In a way it was but as we tended to discuss estate matters most days compiling the agenda was, at times, a little awkward. Frankly, often all it could read was:


Those present (him and me)


Matters outstanding (none)


Date of next meeting


I did what I could to expand on this.


This afternoon’s matters included: venison distribution, Eastern Shires’ proposals to replace the village sewer (no connection between the two items), Miss Cartwright’s unexpected baby and redecorating the estate office.


I pulled up outside the back door on the East Front of Frampton Hall and let myself into the servants’ quarters.


‘Ah, Mr Aden, Sir Charles is expecting you,’ stated Hole, the butler. ‘Please follow me and I’ll show you through.’


I knew the house as well as he did but the formality never wavered. We arrived at Sir Charles’ study some while later, whereupon Hole knocked loudly on the door before opening it.


Sir Charles was deeply engaged in poking the fire, his tweed-clad bottom welcoming us.


‘Ah, James,’ he said, glancing up. ‘This bloody sycamore is a devil to get going. Not dry enough, still green.’ I wasn’t sure why, with 1,000 acres of woodland, the foresters had sent it down to the Hall. There must have been some seasoned logs somewhere. I would make enquiries.


He stood up and went over to his huge mahogany partner’s desk positioned in front of the bay window, overlooking the 300 acres of parkland in front of the house.


Hole left, gently closing the door behind him.


‘We’ll get some better firewood up here Sir Charles,’ I said. ‘There’s plenty of decent stuff available.’


‘Jolly good, I’ll leave it to you James,’ he replied. ‘Now take that seat and we’ll have a look at the agenda.’


He fumbled about on his desk and found the relevant piece of paper whilst I perched in an elegant but uncomfortable Louis XV occasional chair which was missing a castor.


‘I see,’ he exclaimed, ‘the venison.’


‘Yes,’ I said, the chair wobbling at my slightest movement. Each year the estate gave a haunch of venison to all its employees, and more controversially to some of the tenants. ‘I thought it would be useful to reconsider the tenants’ list, Sir Charles,’ I continued. ‘Remember last year there was a bit of a fuss over some people being on it, with others left off.’


‘Damn bloody annoying, all that business,’ he retorted, ‘it’s my venison to give to whom I like.’


‘I agree Sir Charles, but I think, for instance, that it was unfortunate we sent a haunch to Miss Styles. She’s not only a vegetarian but an avid opponent of shooting deer.’


‘That was unfortunate,’ he agreed, ‘and a bloody waste. I don’t know how she got on the list.’


‘I think it was probably because we used to send some to the people who lived in her cottage previously,’ I ventured. ‘However, perhaps I could prepare an updated list for you to consider?’


‘I think so, I think so,’ he agreed. ‘Yes it’s time to revise it. Just my meat-eating tenants, employees and the village poor.’


Those criteria in themselves, I thought, were hardly going to make matters better. Miss Styles we now knew was a vegetarian, but I thought it unlikely that we would be able to draw up a comprehensive list of the vegetarians who resided on Sir Charles’ property. Furthermore, whether some people would like to be considered as the village poor was another issue.


‘Now the second thing here,’ went on Sir Charles, ‘is the sewer. What’s the matter with it?’


We’ve had notice from Eastern Shires that it’s collapsing in the High Street, so they are going to replace the whole length, Sir Charles. From the post office down to the pub.’


‘I see,’ Sir Charles said, ‘and when is this disturbance taking place? Not over Christmas surely? And don’t forget we’ve got the street fair on the twelfth of December.’


‘No, they are starting at the end of January, for eight weeks I’m told.’


‘Well, we’ll just have to put up with it, I suppose. I have to say that it doesn’t seem that long ago since they put it in. It hasn’t lasted very well.’


I could sense we were about to slide back in time as Sir Charles reminisced about his early years on the Estate. He had been born in Frampton Hall seventy-five years ago, and despite various absences for school, war and travelling, had a full and enthusiastic knowledge of local history. The estate was, after all, his life.


‘It wasn’t until after the war they put the drains in,’ he recounted. ‘Up until then we were on the bucket and chuck-it system in most of the cottages.’


‘Thank goodness we’ve moved on,’ I remarked. ‘. . . perhaps we ought to move on with the agenda.’


‘Indeed. Now Miss Cartwright’s unexpected baby, it says here,’ he said, looking down at his piece of paper. ‘What’s this about?’


Katy Cartwright was the sixteen-year-old daughter of the village baker and his wife. Inevitably there had been some unkind remarks about buns in the oven and so on, but the truth was it had caused a family crisis.


Sir Charles took the responsibilities of his huge estate very seriously and was well aware that not only did he own most of the property in the area, but also that many families’ livelihoods depended on his concerns. He viewed his position almost as a private welfare state.


Katy Cartwright, barely out of school, was an intelligent and attractive girl who had got involved with a somewhat unpleasant (as it turned out) lad from the nearby town of Bury St Edmunds.


‘You’ll remember Katy Cartwright, Sir Charles,’ I suggested, ‘she’s the eldest of the Cartwright daughters and helps in the shop on Saturdays.’


‘Yes, I do,’ he said. ‘Tall, willowy girl with extremely long blonde hair. Very attractive young thing I always think. Oh, dear, she’s got into trouble then?’


‘It seems so, Sir Charles. She’s expecting this baby in a couple of months now and the father’s not interested, leaving her with her family in the flat above the bakery. You can imagine they’re deeply upset by the whole thing and I wondered what you might think of trying to find her a cottage?’


‘Well you know I’m all for keeping our young people in the village,’ he said, ‘but surely the lad can’t just bugger orf? Damned disgrace if you ask me.’


Well I’m afraid he has just buggered off,’ I confirmed. ‘They might get him to pay towards looking after the baby, but even that’s unlikely. Anyway I felt I should bring it to your attention.’


‘I’m glad you did, thank you James. There’s no question, we’ll have to help. The Cartwrights have been in this village for over 100 years. We have a duty to help, but have we got any empty cottages at the moment?’


‘Unfortunately we don’t have any vacant, but there is a little flat over the stables behind the post office. I would imagine that that might be suitable for now,’ I suggested.


‘Oh, yes, I know the place. Is it big enough?’ he asked.


‘It’s got two bedrooms and a sort of living room-cum-kitchen,’ I explained, ‘and frankly it’s either that or move into council accommodation in the town. It would be impossible for her to stay at home.’


‘I wouldn’t have thought she would want one of those council places,’ Sir Charles said, pushing back in his chair. ‘Bloody concrete rabbit warrens designed to drive the occupants into lives of corruption and disease,’ he added.


‘Well,’ I said, ‘I don’t quite know whether they are that bad Sir Charles, but I know what you mean.’


‘Offer her that flat straight away,’ he butted in, ‘it’s what we’re here for. No doubt the council will pay her bills, like they do for half the country. Do ask Miss Cartwright if she would like to have a look round.’


‘Very good, Sir Charles. I’ll arrange to see the Cartwrights this afternoon.’


The final item on the agenda was merely to mention that the interior of the estate office was to be decorated the following week, possibly causing some disruption.


‘Good, good,’ he said, ‘keep it looking smart. It’s the public face of the estate and I always say it’s what everyone remembers us by.’


I thought it highly unlikely that anyone remembered the estate by the interior of our offices. The massive grandeur of the stately pile, Frampton Hall, set in its acres of rolling parkland, or indeed the largely preserved medieval village of Frampton, would have sprung to my mind. However, if Sir Charles thought otherwise, so be it.


‘And don’t forget to use estate green in the lavatory,’ he remarked, ‘a most relaxing colour that I use in all the loos in this house.’


‘No, I hadn’t forgotten,’ I assured him, as despite the fact that I didn’t particularly want our visitors relaxing in the office lavatory, I knew Sir Charles’ particular views on the matter.


I left him in his study and strode briskly along the labyrinth of freezing cold corridors towards the East Wing. I always marvelled at the size of the house and dwelt for a moment on the bizarre fact that no one seemed to know how many rooms it contained. One day I would count them. I had tried once but had been interrupted by the housekeeper when in the fortieth bedroom, and then lost count due to her insistence that I should inspect a leaking pipe.


Hole came out of his pantry as I walked past.


‘Ah, Mr Aden,’ he said, halting my progress. ‘We’ve taken a call for you from the estate office. Your secretary has asked that you telephone her before leaving the Hall.’


He showed me through to his office from where the considerable affairs of the household were managed. A small log fire was burning in the grate and a faint aroma of pipe tobacco hung in the air. Hole was a keen pipe smoker with an admirable collection of pipes set out in a holder on his desk. Organised and regimented, it was like his command of the household.


His office was lined with shelves. Some contained books which were mainly of reference or instruction. One that particularly drew my attention was entitled A Gentleman’s Guide to the Upkeep and Maintenance of Hunting Boots. It wasn’t the content that intrigued me so much as how the author had unearthed enough material to fill a whole book. Other shelves were taken up by the pieces of equipment he needed to carry out his butlering tasks around the house. There were candles, brushes, tongs, Sir Charles’ cellar list and much more besides. All useful no doubt but one fact stood out. Everything was old fashioned. There was no computer, fax machine, or mobile phone. There was however a manual Olympia typewriter and a Bakelite telephone.


He beckoned me to the telephone, adding, ‘Please do telephone the estate office.’


I noticed that the number on the piece of paper in the middle of the dial still read Frampton 2, which reminded me of my suggestion a year or so previously that we install broadband in the Hall.


To be fair I had suggested it half-heartedly, realising that neither Sir Charles nor Hole would have had much interest in it. But I felt that they should at least consider the option.


It had been clear from the outset that it was a non-starter. The internet had drawn murmurs of recognition, but the idea of broadband had become so bogged down with confusion about broad beans and elastic bands that I had aborted the discussion at an early stage.


I picked up the phone and dialled the office.


‘James here,’ I said, ‘I gather you rang me?’


‘Oh, yes,’ replied Anne, my secretary. ‘The garage has been on about Sir Charles’ car and the MOT. Apparently it needs two tyres and they need to know whether to fit new ones or remoulds?’


‘He always has remoulds Anne, tell them to carry on as usual.’


I had become used to the peculiar frugalities of the baronet’s lifestyle. An individual probably worth well over £100 million worrying about the cost of his car tyres had initially seemed inconceivable, but to me now it was just part of the job.




Chapter 2


The job was managing the 10,000 acres of Sir Charles Buckley’s Frampton Hall Estate. It encompassed a stately pile, a complete village, dozens of farms and a sizeable, somewhat eclectic estate staff. I had been offered the job soon after moving to Suffolk with my wife Sophie a couple of years earlier. She had inherited a small farm from her uncle, which had decided our course of action. Sophie ran the farm with the help of a couple of elderly farm workers and a housekeeper, whilst I worked as the resident agent for Sir Charles.


It was an unusual job and it meant having to turn one’s mind to the huge variety of matters that arose within the estate’s community – from agricultural law to rudimentary plumbing, local politics to pheasant rearing, forestry management to organising the village fete.


One afternoon I was in the office daydreaming about how fortunate I was to have such a wonderful job and how lucky I was not to have to fight my way into a big city every day. Just how different my job was to what might have been was brought home to me one morning when I caught the 7.24 am Colchester to London train.


I had a meeting with the estate lawyers in their London offices. Although I preferred travelling by car the nightmare of tackling the A12 into the city at rush hour outweighed the inconvenience of public transport.


The train was ten minutes late to the platform so before I had even embarked I was irritated. As it drew to a stop I was propelled by a crowd of commuters through the door into a packed carriage. All the seats were occupied so I stood squashed with others in the aisle. For many it must have been the usual journey. They balanced against the swaying of the train reading newspapers seemingly oblivious to the discomfort. I had purchased a paper but without the perfected skills acquired by practice there was no way I could read it. Instead, I concentrated on standing upright and studiously avoided eye contact with the people next to me. As we approached Shenfield an obnoxious smell pervaded the area around me. I am sure that it had nothing to do with Shenfield but rather a lot to do with the man standing beside me. I chanced a quick glance at him and unfortunately caught his eye. He didn’t appear to acknowledge his misdemeanour but I reddened with unwarranted embarrassment. The woman on my other side glanced at me. Noticing my red face she must have immediately drawn the wrong conclusion, that I was responsible for the ghastly whiff. It was therefore with great discomfort that I continued the journey to London. Thank goodness my job didn’t involve coping with this on a daily basis.


I was snapped out of my reverie by Anne who came to tell me that the head keeper was waiting in the estate office reception hall.


I walked out of my office to greet him.


‘Tony, thanks for coming in,’ I said, shaking his callused hand. The effect of years of pulling pheasants’ necks was evident.


‘That’s all right, Mr Aden,’ he replied, crushing my hand. ‘You got a problem with a ferret I ’ear.’


I went back into my office and offered him a seat. His large frame, clad in the estate tweed, dwarfed the chair. It creaked ominously as he sat down.


‘Well, I found a ferret,’ I explained, ‘a dead one, on my car. But I have to say I think the problem’s more yours than mine. I guess it’s to do with this poaching business.’


Tony Williams chuckled slightly and scratched his ear.


‘I dunno about that, Mr Aden,’ he said, ‘it’s ’ard to say without seeing the ferret.’


‘Oh, come off it Tony, people don’t just go around putting dead ferrets on other people’s cars. It’s bound to be Thorpe. Anyway I’ve got the ferret if that helps.’


‘I grant you, Mr Aden, it possibly is Thorpe. But why he’s put it on your car I dunno.’


‘Presumably to draw me into your row. I need to know what’s going on and then somehow we’ll have to sort it out.’


The grapevine had alerted me to some skulduggery in the woods, but experience had taught me to avoid entanglement with keepers’ affairs unless absolutely necessary. Clearly it was now absolutely necessary.


‘Some buggers ’ave bin at Sir Charles’ birds, that’s what it’s about. I’ve caught him up round the pens four times now and I’ll swear he’s had one or two in his bag. Course I couldn’t prove it unless I flattened the bloke and took his bag,’ he gushed.


‘No, don’t do that,’ I said. ‘You’ll end up in clink.’


‘Tha’s the trouble innit?’ he continued. ‘Can’t touch the thieving bastard, the law don’t wanna know, so I gave him a warning.’


‘And what was that?’


‘I’d let a ferret loose in his chick’n house.’


‘And you did?’


‘I reckon. See I caught him again so I kept my word.’


‘And he found the ferret and shot it, I suppose?’


‘Well, seems like it. Mind you, twas ’opeless animal, that one.’


I thought for a moment. Such disagreements within the village community were unfortunate, although not wholly unheard of, but rough tactics like this could escalate.


We do have a card to play here,’ I pondered. ‘Unfortunately, Thorpe doesn’t have an estate cottage, he lives in one of the council houses, as you know. But he does rent his allotment from us. Leave it to me.’


Tony didn’t look all that reassured. He was all for personal confrontation, which he was good at, admittedly. I was better at negotiation.


As he left I called after him. ‘By the way Tony, can you take the ferret please? It’s on the front seat of my car.’


It was by now nearly 5 pm and it was one of those dark December days when people want to rush home to settle in front of the fire. I could hear the rest of the estate office staff getting ready to leave. Apart from Anne there was Gail the farm secretary and Brenda, who looked after the accounts.


At one second past five there was a collective shout of ‘Goodnight’, and the door slammed behind them. I too needed to be punctual this evening as I was expected home for an early supper. I was then going out to attend an evening meeting on ‘Eco Building for Sustainable Development’.


Sophie and I lived at Cordwainers Hall, the 300-acre farm that Sophie had inherited from her uncle. It lay just off the Frampton Estate, a convenient ten-minute drive from the office.


‘Hi, darling,’ I shouted as I walked in through the back hall, ‘where are you?’


‘Hi, in here,’ Sophie replied from the kitchen.


‘Hello,’ I said, giving her a kiss, ‘had a good day?’


‘Not bad thanks. Just pottering really, and took Emma out for a walk with the dogs. Damn cold though.’


Emma was lying in a basket on the kitchen table. A little four-month-old bundle of joy, or noise, I wasn’t totally sure, asleep in the warmth of the kitchen.


I was about to pick her up for a hug when Sophie interrupted. ‘Don’t wake her, she’s quiet at last. I’ve had her screaming on and off all day.’


‘Oh, dear,’ I said, dropping back. ‘Well I certainly don’t want to start her off again. I wonder why she’s been so noisy – perhaps there is something wrong with her?’


We were both new to parenthood and the joys were tempered by a sense of not being entirely confident that we knew what we were doing. Delightful though Emma was, at times it could seem rather daunting and a tremendous responsibility.


So far, however, with a bit of natural instinct and a couple of books on the subject, it was going well.


‘She’s just grumpy,’ Sophie continued. ‘Anyway supper’s ready so come and eat now because I know you have to go out soon.’


‘Excellent, thanks. What is it?’


‘It’s the rest of the chicken casserole – it’s in the Aga if you want to get it out.’


Rather hurriedly we ate our meal, thankful that Emma slept on, undisturbed by the delicious aroma of the food.


‘Will you be late tonight?’ asked Sophie.


‘Oh, I hope not,’ I replied, ‘I don’t particularly want to go at all but it’s one of those things that I ought to do.’


‘What a pain. It’s such a miserable night out there.’


I only had to go to Bury St Edmunds so it wasn’t that much of an ordeal. The subject itself was more of a trial, the meeting hall likely to be patronised by bearded men in sandals. However, the subject had some useful aspects worth considering and I knew that professionally I had to keep up to date with such topics.


Sustainable development has a huge role to play in our future and on the estate we were already engaged in several projects with others in the pipeline. However, it had long been my opinion that the green lobby really needed to rebrand itself. It was all very well harping on about vegetarianism, or moving to the Brecon Beacons to live in a hut fuelled by manure but the movement had to become more mainstream. To my surprise I was encouraged by the meeting. Despite the unnaturally large number of bearded sandal-wearers there appeared to be a good number of normal businesspeople and property owners taking an interest. I could not imagine any of them contemplating harvesting a beard which their wives could then knit into a pair of driving gloves.


No, it was much more businesslike with new ideas about energy-efficient property construction, ways of recycling materials and a lot of talk about carbon footprints. That was something I would need to read up on, partly as I hadn’t got a clue what they were, and partly because I knew Sir Charles would only be persuaded to do anything about it if a good case was presented to him.


The meeting finished at 9.30 pm and I hurried away, declining the opportunity for a drink at the bar. There wasn’t anyone there who I knew that well and I was keen to get home to see Sophie and the baby.


It was raining hard when I went outside, with a powerful wind also making driving conditions difficult. The flat, wild, arable land around Bury St Edmunds provided no shelter from the gales driving across from Siberia. Despite its uncluttered charm in the summer, Suffolk can be a mean, inhospitable county in the winter. We were fortunate in Frampton as it lay on the edge of the flatands, in an area of gently rolling hills which gave some relief from the harsh winds.


I took the main road out of town, peering intently through the rain hitting the windscreen. It was difficult to see clearly, especially when there was an oncoming car with dazzling headlights. It was at such a moment that I saw an animal on the verge. I couldn’t quite make out what it was – fox size but the wrong colour. Much browner. A badger perhaps, but I didn’t think so. I kept going for a few hundred yards before deciding that it was possibly a dog. If it was, I asked myself, what on earth was it doing there? I was puzzled and couldn’t just leave it, not in this terrible weather at the side of a busy road. Whatever it was it would get killed.


I turned my Land Rover around and headed back to where I thought I had seen it. I pulled into a mini lay-by adjoining a field gate and got out of the car. Fortunately I had a torch but I was only wearing a light coat that did nothing to keep out the rain. I crossed the road, dodging the oncoming traffic, and wandered slowly back along the verge.


Initially I couldn’t find anything. Perhaps it was further back than I remembered, or indeed it had been a fox that was now two or three fields away.


I felt a bit foolish, not to mention freezing cold and wet, and started back to the Land Rover. It was as I swung the torch round that I saw it. Half hidden under the hedge was a bedraggled, frightened small brown dog, its terrified eyes reflected by the glare of my torch.


I lowered the light so it could see me. I had no idea whether it would be friendly or not, so I cautiously crouched down and beckoned it towards me. The poor little thing didn’t move.


‘Come on, little dog,’ I said, ‘you shouldn’t be out here.’


I kept talking to it, gradually moved closer. It didn’t come out from the hedge, but neither did it appear alarmed. I could see now that it was wearing a collar and looked like a border terrier. Eventually, after what seemed like ages, I was able to stroke it and entice it out of the hedge. It let me take it by the collar and with some dexterity I led it back to my car.


By the time I got home, Sophie had gone to bed. Our dogs had started barking as I drove into the yard so she was awake.


‘What’s the time?’ she asked blearily from under the duvet.


‘It’s a quarter to eleven,’ I replied. ‘I’m later than I intended because I found a dog by the road.’


She appeared from under the cover.


‘You found a dog?’


‘Yes, a little border terrier. Poor thing, it’s very distressed.’


‘Where is it? Have you brought it home?’


‘Yes, it’s in the kitchen by the Aga,’ I told her. ‘I’ve shut ours in the scullery.’


‘Oh, I’m going to get up and see it,’ she said, jumping out of bed with sudden alertness. Sophie adored dogs so this was quite an excitement.


The terrier, who I had already christened ‘Foster’, was drying by the Aga.


‘Isn’t he sweet,’ Sophie exclaimed. ‘Is it a he?’


‘Yes,’ I confirmed, adding, ‘he’s called Foster.’


She turned around. ‘How do you know that?’


‘Because that’s the name I’ve just given him.’


‘What a stupid name, why that?’


‘Because Dr Foster went to Gloucester in a shower of rain, and I found him in the rain. And if we keep him, he would be fostered,’ I explained, rather pleased with my reasoning.


‘Are we going to keep him then?’ she asked with delight.


‘Well, we’ll have to report him to the police. I mean, he looks well cared for and he’s got a collar on so I suppose somebody’s lost him.’


In fact, no one ever did claim the little old dog, which was rather sad. I guess that possibly his owners had tired of keeping an ageing pet and abandoned him on that horrible night. The vet thought he was about ten, and it shocked me to think that some heartless person could have just thrown out their pet after all those years. Inevitably, Foster remained with us as at Cordwainers, quickly, and with obvious delight, making friends with the other dogs.


Coincidentally, dogs were also on the agenda on my arrival at the office the following morning.


Gail was already in the office and in a considerable state of excitement. She was apt to get excited very easily, often over the most insignificant things. However, this morning’s excitement was no small matter. The farm manager had rung in to say that there had been a disastrous case of sheep worrying, with twenty in-lamb ewes either killed or maimed by a pair of dogs.


I phoned him.


‘Morning, Bill, I gather you’ve got a serious problem up there,’ I said.


‘Aye, we have, Mr Aden,’ he replied. ‘I expect Gail’s told you about it but I’ve never seen such bloody carnage in my life before. Twenty ewes I’ve lost to these bloody dogs.’


He was clearly upset and angry.


‘Have you seen the dogs?’ I asked.


‘Bloody right I have. They were at it when I went lookin’ first thing this morning. There’s a big German shepherd and some sort of collie cross thing.’


‘Do you know whose they are?’


Not yet, but we soon will. I’ve shot the soddin’ German shepherd and the police have been up here. The collie got away but they reckon they’ll find the owners of this other one.’


‘Good, I’ll come up and see you later, but in the meanwhile I’ll see if we can find anything out about the dogs. I’m sure I’ve seen someone walking a German shepherd up near those new houses on the Glebe.’


‘Well, anything you can do, Mr Aden, I’d appreciate. It makes my blood boil with rage to have this sort of thing happen. If folk can’t keep control of their damned dogs they shouldn’t have the bloody things. I just wish I’d shot the other bastard.’


As with all stockmen, Bill Bailey cared greatly for all the animals in his charge. The fact that they weren’t pets and indeed, had a commercial use, made no difference. For some people it was incomprehensible that farmers, who raised animals to kill and eat, did care about them with passion during their often short lives.


‘Gail,’ I shouted across the hall, ‘have you a moment please.’


She came bustling across to my office, clad as always in tight revealing clothes which, to my mind, would have benefited from being less revealing.


I could never understand why some women elected to wear garments that were clearly too small for them. It was as though they had some mental urge to challenge every button and zip to the utmost.


She sat down opposite me and I fleetingly wondered what she would look like if all the buttons suddenly flew off. It wasn’t an erotic thought, more one of a scientific study.


‘You’ve heard about the sheep worrying up at the farm? Bill tells me he’s shot a German shepherd, which I have a feeling lived up at the Glebe. I wonder if you know someone up there who might own it?’


Gail, in her enduring quest to find a suitable partner, made it her business to know almost everybody in the village.


‘Well, I don’t offhand,’ she replied, ‘but I can ask around if you like.’


‘Please do. But don’t let on what’s happened. We want to find the owners before the news gets out. If we can’t identify the owners we can’t take any action, and my guess is that they’ll disown it if they realise what’s happened.’


‘Okay,’ she said, ‘I’ll be discreet.’ And with a mission in hand she bustled out.


The other staff had arrived by then and I could hear her excitedly recounting the morning’s drama. Discretion wasn’t a word I would have used in connection with Gail.


By lunchtime she had the answer.


‘That dog belongs to Mr and Mrs Cronk,’ she told me. ‘They live at a house called “Chez Nous”, which, as you guessed, is in the Glebe.’


At about the same time Bill Bailey rang.


‘The police have had a worried call from the owners,’ he explained. ‘They’ve gone in to collect the dog, or what’s left of it.’


‘That’s excellent, Bill,’ I replied. ‘Once the police have confirmed everything I’ll contact the owners and let them know we intend to prosecute.’


I didn’t particularly relish the task as, presumably, they would be distressed at losing their dog. Nonetheless it was their responsibility to keep the animal under control and frankly any dog owner has to accept that responsibility.


I imagined a bereaved couple, gently sobbing into white linen handkerchiefs, but this vision was rudely transformed mid-afternoon when a ferocious pair charged into the estate office. If owners are supposed to look like their pets, then these were the wrong people. I had a couple of human equivalents to pit bull terriers.


‘Where’s the f***ing bastard who shot my bloody dog?’ I heard a man shout. ‘I’ll f***ing kill him.’


Fortunately all the staff were in, so we had numbers on our side.


Anne tried vainly to calm him down.


‘You’re the thieving bastard are you?’ he shouted at me, jabbing a finger the size of a large pork sausage at me.


‘No, I’m not,’ I said, ‘he doesn’t work here and would you be kind enough to stop shouting at us.’


He did stop, but unfortunately his wife started, and if anything her language was even worse.


‘The f***ing police told us to come to the f***ing estate office as they were f***ing Sir Charles’ f***ing sheep,’ she yelled.


Clearly there was little likelihood of a reasonable conversation, or indeed an apology. I thought about suggesting that they apologised for letting their dog out to kill twenty sheep, but only fleetingly. Both Mr and Mrs Cronk, whom I presumed they were, not only had the character of gutter vocabulary, but the physical attributes that go with it.


They were both large to the extent of massive, but not fat, with a liking of tattoos and an abundance of ornate gold jewellery. The sheer volume of rings on their stubby fingers made me think of knuckle-dusters.


Having made their displeasure known, they stormed out, with threats of legal action hanging in the air.


In the end, of course, it was the estate that took legal action. The matter had to go to court, in view of the Cronks’ absolute certainty that the estate was in the wrong for shooting their dog. Inevitably, the court found against them on every count.




Chapter 3


Two weeks before Christmas, Frampton held its annual street fair and late night shopping event. It was always a jolly occasion and to me the start of Christmas proper.


The market square and the High Street were lined with stalls and most of the local shops stayed open until 8 pm.


The whole village took on a festive air and entered into the spirit of Christmas with much enthusiasm. The shop windows were gaily dressed and a plethora of coloured lights twinkled along the street and around the square. Many buildings had small Christmas trees mounted on brackets at the first floor level. The smell of roasting chestnuts, mulled wine and mince pies wafted in the air. It was a cold clear night with a magical and expectant atmosphere.


As agent to the estate it fell to me to act as chairman of the organising committee, which in effect meant delegating as much as possible to other people.


The most arduous task was undoubtedly dealing with the stallholders. The event had become well established locally and many traders attended year after year. The more commercial traders selling tacky soft toys or cheap brightly coloured pic’n’mix sweets took the event very seriously. For them it was a big business opportunity rather than simply a showcase or a chance to be part of the celebrations. Some of them were almost aggressive in their demands, even though they paid a peppercorn rent for their pitch.
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