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My father died on Monday the twenty-first of October 1946. He
suffered two gunshot wounds to the chest. For some reason no one
could fathom he was out on the Minns’ place.
Early on Tuesday morning Willie Fresco, an Italian prisoner of
war who stayed on after the end of hostilities, came across the body
as he was about to begin ploughing south dyke field.
There was a policeman waiting for me when I came back to the
bunk house late Tuesday afternoon. The next day I was on a train
south.
I hadn’t seen my father in four years. After leaving in 1940 I’d
returned once for my mother’s funeral. We didn’t speak much then.
Now all I could think of, in the hours after his death, was that I
would never have another conversation with my father. Never. If I
lived to be a hundred, I would do so without the sound of my
father’s voice.
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The train from Berwick was slow. I changed at Peterborough and
Norwich, arriving at Great Yarmouth Vauxhall late in the day. A taxi
took me to East Aldham, and dropped me outside the post office.
I could see a light through the curtains. I knocked. Jenny Dack
came to the door. She was in her thirties, tall, with dark hair. No
different than I remembered her. When she saw me, there was a
moment of indecision. She wanted to be hostile, but in the
circumstances she just couldn’t do it.
“Ray.”
“Jenny.”
“I need a key.”
“Of course you do.”
She went back inside for a moment, but didn’t invite me in. Half a
minute later she was back with a mottled and pitted piece of metal
about four inches in length.
“That’s my spare.”
“Thanks.”
There was an awkward pause.
“I’m really sorry Ray.”
“Me too.”
“The police were in there this afternoon. I don’t know how they
left it.”
“Anyone know what happened?”
She shook her head.
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The cottage was cold and dark. I used my lighter to find the
switch. When electricity had come to the village in the thirties the
electricity board provided two lights, and one five amp socket. My
father’s cottage had never been updated. You still needed a candle
for the bedrooms and the outside toilet.
I walked into the kitchen and looked around. There was no
evidence the place had been turned over by the police. The back
parlour was the only other room with electric light. After a moment
or two I went through. Again no sign that a search had taken place.
By an hour later I had a fire going, the kettle boiling on the
hearth, and a sandwich made of three day old bread, cheese, and
home-made pickle. I didn’t feel comfortable. This was bread and
cheese and pickle which belonged to my father, and which he had
intended to eat.
Surprisingly the milk hadn’t gone off. The cottage must have been
cold enough to keep it from going sour. So I had a cup of tea, milk,
and two sugars. My mind went back to the thousands of times I had
sat in that chair with a cup of tea in my hand. But this was the first
time alone. The first time without my parents. The first time with no
one to talk to.
Later I found a candlestick and some candles. I lit one, and placed
it in the holder. At the rear of the back parlour was a door some six
inches above the ground. Behind it was a narrow staircase which led
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up to the two bedrooms. The first bedroom was mine. And through
the door at the end was my parent’s room.
I was shocked to see that in my room there was no bed. The
slightly rusty, squeaky, single bed I’d slept in throughout my
childhood was gone. When had they got rid of that? And why? Did
they assume that because of what happened I would never return?
Never visit? It seemed an act of unnecessary cruelty. It was as if they
were getting rid of me. For the first time tears began forming in the
corners of my eyes.
Through the second door I found things were much the way I
remembered them. My parent’s room had changed little in the
intervening years. The only difference was that the bed which had
once been in the centre of the far wall, to allow access from both
sides, was now pushed into the corner.
I sat on the edge of the bed, and pulled my boots off. I put my
trousers over the back of the chair, and folded my shirt carefully. The
long day was beginning to catch up with me. I pulled back the
bedspread my mother had embroidered by hand, and the eiderdown
beneath. Finally I let myself lie back, the featherbed closing in
around me.
The night was long, and I was ill at ease. I was sleeping in the
same bed my father had been sleeping in only two nights before. My
face touching the pillow where his head had been. My body wrapped
in the same sheets.
I felt I was still a child. That I’d never grown up. That I could
never grow up.
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Great Yarmouth police station was old and dark. Painted
brickwork and wooden benches greeted you as you walked in. The
sergeant’s desk was raised slightly. Just enough to make you feel you
were at a disadvantage.
I was shown into a room containing a table and two chairs. The
window was barred. The wooden table was worn, and the metal and
canvas chairs had seen better days. I sat down.
Two plain clothes officers came in after a moment. One sat
opposite me, and the other had to go and fetch a chair, as there was
nothing for him to sit on.
“I’m Detective Inspector Greavey, and Detective Sergeant
Stenhouse will be back in a moment.”
Greavey could barely have made the required height, and was
carrying a few extra pounds. He had a heavy set face, which looked
as if it could never break out of perpetual seriousness. Stenhouse
was thin as a rake, with the haunted look of someone who might
have suffered Japanese rations and discipline.
“I have your name as Ray Grimble.”
“That’s right.”
“Son of Mr Arthur Grimble.”
I nodded.
“Please accept my condolences Mr Grimble.”
I didn’t say anything. Didn’t know exactly what to say. Greavey
opened the file in front of him and looked through a few papers.
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Stenhouse came back into the room with a chair, and sat down next
to his senior officer.
Greavey looked up. Gave me a long hard stare.
“Do you feel up to answering questions Mr Grimble?”
“Might as well do it now. I don’t expect I’ll actually feel like
answering questions for a long time.”
Greavey looked back at his paperwork. But I thought I had the
right to ask the first question.
“Anyone care to tell me what happened? Our village copper
wasn’t exactly forthcoming.”
Greavey leaned back in his chair.
“Not much to tell. Your father was found on a path along the side
of south dyke field on the Minns’ estate. Two gunshot wounds to the
chest. Both fired at close range.”
“From a shotgun?”
“No. Apparently the .38 calibre bullets suggest a service
revolver.”
“You can tell that from the bullets?”
He looked at his notes.
“Your father was killed with a 200 grain, unjacketed, round-nose
lead bullet, of 0.359 inches in diameter, which perforated a coronary
artery. A further bullet of the same type lodged in his right lung.
Those bullets are commonly used with an Enfield number two, mark
one service revolver. And the fact that no shell casings were found is
also consistent with the use of a revolver. And so is the manner of
shooting.”
“Meaning?”
“British forces issued with the Enfield were trained to shoot
double action rapid fire at close range.”
“That sounds like personal experience.”
“It is. I found the Enfield was bloody useless at range. It didn’t
matter how good you were, the double action would pull your aim
off at anything more than about fifteen yards.”
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There was a little pause while we both thought about that.
“So this is a murder enquiry.”
“It is.”
“Get many of those round here?”
“My first Mr Grimble.”
“And how far have you got?”
“I haven’t. I don’t have any witnesses, and I don’t know why
anyone would want to do it, and consequently I don’t have a
suspect.”
“I’m not sure I can help.”
“Maybe you can help me understand your father Mr Grimble.”
“For that I’d need to understand him myself.”
“Or at least tell me what you know about him.”
“I can do that. But I haven’t had a meaningful conversation with
him in six years.”
“Why is that?”
“We had a disagreement. Following which I went away.”
There was a little pause. Greavey pursed his lips.
“I have been told about that Mr Grimble. I wonder if you could
tell me your side.”
“I bet some of my former friends were keen to tell you that story.”
“I’m interested to know what you have to say about it.”
“My father and I didn’t see eye to eye on the war. He fought in
the first war, and thought I should fight in the second. I thought I
shouldn’t. The tribunal sent me away, and I was glad to go.”
“As a conscientious objector.”
“Correct. They sent me away, but kept me in a reserved
occupation.”
“Which was?”
“Forestry.”
“Which you continued with after the war?”
“I could have come home. I got my discharge papers last year.
But the Forestry Commission needed experienced men, and I’d had
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five years of it, and it seemed better than coming home to God
knows what.”
“Hostility?”
I smiled.
“What do you think?”
“I’m interested in what you think.”
“Hostile would be an understatement. I didn’t have any
supporters before I went away, and I didn’t fancy living under the
same roof as my father again. Once you’ve left home it’s hard to go
back.”
“But you did come back.”
“Once. My mother died suddenly in 1942. I came back for the
funeral.”
“And did you speak to your father then?”
“I did. But neither of us knew what to say. We hadn’t spoken in a
couple of years, and the circumstances couldn’t have been more
difficult.”
“You didn’t patch things up?”
“No. I don’t think that was possible. He was distant, upset, and
spent most of the time with other relatives who’d come to East
Aldham for the funeral.”
“Nothing was resolved?”
“We were both mourning my mother. But that was the only thing
we had in common by then.”
Greavey looked at his paperwork.
“You have a record Mr Grimble.”
“You think I did it?”
“Never crossed my mind.”
“Because I don’t think I could have covered three hundred miles
here and three hundred miles back between end of shift on Monday,
and start of shift Tuesday.”
Greavey exhaled in a resigned way. I’d deliberately taken it the
wrong way and we both knew it.
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“What I suppose I’m trying to get at Mr Grimble is whether
anyone had an issue with your father.”
“And you think my prosecution for refusing to take part in civil
defence is relevant?”
“That’s not all though is it? So I wonder about a couple of things.
Did your father come into conflict with anyone as a result of your
refusal to serve in the forces?”
“My father would have been in complete agreement with anyone
who thought I should have served. I can’t see him getting into any
arguments about that. Except with me.”
“And did your activities with your father before the war cause any
problems?”
“Poaching?”
“Yes.”
“There were very few boys of my age who didn’t do a little
poaching before the war. That’s how we got some pocket money.”
Greavey looked sceptical.
“Your father wasn’t poaching for pocket money Mr Grimble. And
I’m sure he taught you well enough for you to make a reasonable
contribution to the family income.”
I smiled. Greavey had got it right, but I wasn’t about to put my
hands up to it.
“Look, we didn’t do much, and we were unlucky to get caught.
We came up once in the magistrates court, and we paid the fine.
What’s that got to do with my father’s murder?”
“Frankly I don’t believe you. Your father continued to poach
throughout the war and beyond.”
“You think a gamekeeper shot him? I don’t like gamekeepers, but
I’ve never met one yet that would be mean enough to shoot you in
the chest at point blank range. That’s not what it’s about. It’s a game,
and those aren’t the rules.”
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Just as I was about to start making my tea there was a banging on
the door. This wasn’t someone knocking politely to see if I was in. It
was designed to get my attention.
I picked up the lead pipe my father always kept behind the door,
and leaned it up by the side wall where I could reach it easily. Then I
flicked the latch up, and pulled the door back. George Thain was
standing just back from the porch. He looked just the way he did
when I last saw him. His round face and thick neck poking up above
a collarless shirt. He wasn’t tall, but he was robust.
Behind the small privet hedge at the front were half a dozen
others. I could still see the child I remembered in each of them. It
had all the hallmarks of a playground fight about it, but this time
with the potential to be a lot more dangerous. These were men who
had spent four or five years in the forces, and probably killed people,
and they were going to be determined to get their own way.
They were my mates from before the war. I’d known them all my
life. I’d been in school with them, got drunk with them, chased girls
with them, and then finally parted company with them on a point of
principle. It hadn’t been a good parting either, and there wasn’t about
to be a reconciliation.
I had a good look around to see who was there. Griper Grimes
was leaning on his bike as usual. He had a slow relaxed way about
him, and had probably come down to see what would happen, rather
than to take part in anything. He was only really interested in finding
things to complain about. Then there was Dodger Simmons. I wasn’t
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sure about him. Easily led, but probably not dangerous I thought.
The ones to beware of were George, Jack Gymer, and Dionisious
Nudd. Before the war we’d all had a bit of a reputation in the
surrounding villages. I hadn’t seen them since I left in 1940.
George started the conversation off.
“Ever get the feeling you’re not wanted somewhere?”
“Happens all the time.”
“So it shouldn’t come as any surprise to find you’re not wanted
here.”
“I’m not here out of choice.”
“So when the funeral’s over you’ll be on your way.”
“Whether I go or stay it won’t be anything to do with you.”
“Want to put money on it?”
“Remember our little argument over by the boat dyke? I seem to
remember you got your trousers wet.”
Griper laughed.
“It won’t be like last time Ray.”
I didn’t say anything.
“We don’t want you around here.”
“You don’t have a choice.”
“Not frightened you might have an accident?”
“Like what?”
“There might be a fire. You might fall into the dyke after having a
drink. Anything could happen.”
“Well I don’t think the police will have far to look.”
“Hiding behind the law again are you Ray?”
“Just stating a fact.”
“The police wouldn’t know where to begin. Too many suspects.”
Again I didn’t say anything. The ball was in their court. I wasn’t
going to start something. It was up to them.
“You come round here looking for trouble Ray, you’re going to
find it.”
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“I’m not looking for trouble George. I just came back to bury my
father.”
“Just you bein’ here is causing trouble Ray.”
“How’s that?”
“You know what I mean.”
“I’m not sure I do.”
“After what happened?”
“We all have to get on with our lives George.”
“A village is a small place, and it’ll seem a lot smaller to someone
who isn’t wanted in it.”
Dionisious joined in.
“What are you going to do when it gets dark Ray?”
“All mod cons here Di. I’ve got electric light. And since Miss
Watson managed to teach me a little more than she taught the rest of
you, I might have a read of my book.”
No one laughed.
“And then what?”
“I expect I’ll have my butler bring me a night cap, and then I’ll
bed down for the night.”
George gave Dionisious a sly look.
“You seem very concerned for my welfare.”
“Oh we’re very concerned about that Ray.”
“I’m touched.”
“You might think we’re stupid Ray...”
I raised one eyebrow. George shook his head.
“Listen to me Ray. We might not be back this week, or even this
month, but if you stay here much beyond the funeral, we will be
knocking you up again. None of us are stupid enough to go to jail
over you, but mark my words, you either go somewhere else under
your own steam, or you’ll be going somewhere you don’t want.”
He briefly shot a glance in the direction of the boat dyke.
“Accidents can easily happen, and if you stay round here it won’t
be a long while before you have one.”
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Dionisious decided to give me the benefit of his advice.
“And in the meantime Ray, I wouldn’t go wandering about by
yourself at night.”
I looked round them all. It was a bit of a stand off. I couldn’t take
them all on at once, but I suspected not one of them would want to
go one on one with me. So I decided to see what George was made
of.
“If you fancy doing something about it George, do it now. You’ve
got plenty of witnesses to say it was a fair fight.”
“I’m just giving you a warning Ray.”
“I tell you what George. If you give me a good hiding I’ll be on
my way the morning after the funeral, but if you end up on your
arse, then I get to stay. What about it?”
He shook his head.
“Anybody else?”
But no one wanted to step up. There’s always the problem of
who’s going to go first, and none of them wanted to take that chance.
I didn’t even have to pick up the lead pipe.
Of course there was a reason why George didn’t want to take me
on. In school I was teased because of my blonde hair and blue eyes.
But by the time I was nine or ten I was growing faster than them,
and I learned how to look after myself.
By 1946 I was six foot three, and after six years of logging I was
in pretty good shape. I couldn’t have taken on George and Jack and
Dionisious all at the same time, but they knew the first one to tackle
me was probably going to get hurt. So they were going to settle for a
war of attrition. That didn’t mean I wasn’t in danger, it just meant
they were going to try and be clever about it.
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I was up early the next morning. It was cold in my father’s
cottage, and I woke at seven just as it was about to get light. I didn’t
bother making a fire up, because I wasn’t going to be staying in
during the day. I had a funeral to arrange.
After putting on my slightly shabby suit, my best worn shoes, and
a good overcoat I’d bought the previous winter, I began walking
towards the local bus stop. Outside the sun was shining. The air was
crisp and chilly. It was a perfect autumn day.
East Aldham was twinned with West Aldham, two miles away.
Each parish had its own church, but the vicar was shared, and the
vicarage was in West Aldham.
East Aldham was a small village, made of crumbling Norfolk
brick and stone. Older thatched cottages mixed in with pre-war
bungalows. Picturesque almost, but a working village, a farming
village, somewhere real.
When I got to the new wooden bus shelter, on the corner by the
church, I had a look at the Eastern Counties bus timetable.
Unfortunately the next bus to West Aldham wasn’t due for two
hours, and then it would be another four and a half hours before it
was possible to make the return journey. There was nothing for it but
to walk. The weather was good, and it would probably only take
three quarters of an hour at the most.
Perhaps because it was the first time I’d walked that road in six
years, I can remember every detail. As I wandered along things
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seemed both familiar and unfamiliar. Some trees and hedges had
been cut down. New farm buildings had been erected. Where horses
once ploughed the fields, there was a man on a tractor. And yet
nothing could disguise the immediately recognisable flat landscape,
the pattern of the fields, and the view from the hill, over the marsh
land, down to the river and the coast beyond.
It wasn’t possible to make out the sea. The hill wasn’t high
enough to look over the dunes, which provided the only defence
against flooding. In 1933 the sea had come in over the low lying
land, after a spring tide and a north westerly gale had forced water
down the east coast. When it met the narrows of the English
Channel, and its progress was slowed, the surge of water backed up,
overwhelming the dunes, and flowing inland for miles. After that,
during my adolescence, Dutch engineers had worked to build up the
defences. But it was too late for the tragedy which had engulfed
many families.
About a mile out, at the village boundary, the West Road out of
East Aldham became the East Road out of West Aldham. It had for
years been known as the East-West divide. It seemed strange that the
same terms were being used to describe the political situation in
post-war Europe. Crossing over to the west was something the
Easties had been doing for generations. West Aldham was bigger.
More shops, more houses, a bigger church, a station, a village green,
and a duck pond. And more girls. That had been the most important
factor for Jack and George and myself. Although in the end, it hadn’t
been where I found love.
But you didn’t have to go through the village to get to the
vicarage. It was on the east side, tucked away down Back Lane, the
thatched roof almost hidden by some trees. Ivy covered the gable
end, the walls were held together with black painted tie rods, and a
white wooden porch covered the back door. I wandered up the drive,
opened the porch door, stepped through onto the worn tiles, and
knocked on the inner door. After a few moments a very thin, slightly
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dishevelled young man appeared. He was unshaven, in his
shirtsleeves, and holding a spoon in one hand. He didn’t bother with
any formal greeting.
“Come in, come in. Only just up I’m afraid. Want some
breakfast?”
I presumed he was the new vicar. By this time it was gone ten
o’clock, which seemed rather late in the day to be having breakfast,
but I was hungry and I could smell bacon and eggs.
“I wouldn’t mind actually, but what about the rations?”
“Don’t worry about that. Plenty of friendly farmers in this area.”
I nodded, and he led the way through to the kitchen.
“Have a seat old chap, won’t be more than five minutes, but I
can’t talk and cook. Never mastered the art unfortunately. Probably
part and parcel of being a bachelor.”
I took off my coat, draped it over a chair by the wall, and took a
seat at the table. He put an extra rasher of bacon in the pan, cracked
another egg, and cut a couple more slices of bread. It wasn’t long
until we were eating. And it was worth the short wait.
“Good breakfast vicar.”
“Call me Walter.”
“So that makes you the Reverend...?”
“Technically that makes me the Reverend Walter Winterbottom,
due to my parent’s apparent love of alliteration. But just stick to
Walter like everyone else. I can’t stand being constantly referred to
as the Reverend Winterbottom.”
“Fair enough. Why the late breakfast?”
“Up late last night I’m afraid. One of my parishioners is very ill.”
“Who?”
“Lilly Miller.”
“Used to be churchwarden at East Aldham?”
“She was I believe, some years ago.”
“Would have been when I was a child.”
He looked momentarily puzzled.
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“I haven’t seen you round here before, have I?”
“No, you haven’t. But I knew the previous incumbent, before the
war.”
“Muir?”
“Yes.”
“Popular chap from what I hear.”
“He was.”
“Something I’ll have to try and live up to.”
“If you’ve got any sense you’ll be your own man.”
He smiled.
“You’re right of course, but I don’t think it does any harm if
people like you. It isn’t vanity, I think it helps to be approachable.”
“I wouldn’t argue with that.”
“So what brings you to see me?”
“Unfortunately I need to arrange a funeral.”
He looked momentarily puzzled.
“My father died on Monday.”
“Arthur Grimble?”
“Yes.”
“My dear chap, you should have said.”
“Didn’t quite know how to start that conversation.”
“No, of course. Didn’t he... I mean, didn’t someone shoot him?”
“They did, someone did.”
“And the police?”
“At the moment I don’t think they have a clue.”
“Ah.”
He thought for a moment.
“Is the coroner involved?”
“I don’t know.”
“I think we may need to clarify things. I have to say I’m no
expert, but there will be a pathologist’s report I assume, and the
coroner probably won’t release your father’s body until the police
are satisfied they no longer need it for evidence.”
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I sat for a few moments. The implications of this gradually
sinking in. It was something I hadn’t considered.
“And you’ll also need a death certificate from the local registrar.”
“How long before I can bury him?”
“I’m afraid it could be a few weeks, or possibly longer than that.”
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At lunchtime I was still there. Still sitting at the kitchen table. It
was the first serious conversation I’d had with another man in a good
few years. We were very different, but he was a good listener. I
explained my war. We didn’t exactly see eye to eye, but he wasn’t
judgmental. Unlike almost everyone else.
Lunch extended into the early afternoon. I wondered what he
could tell me about the village. About what had happened since I
left.
“It’s possible I may not be the right person to ask. Being
relatively new here myself, and with no knowledge of what it was
like before the war... ”
“How long have you been here?”
“Just over a year. I was a chaplain in the RAF. Got discharged the
same as everyone else, and was offered the living here.”
I thought it probably wasn’t quite the same as everyone else, but I
nodded anyway.
“You still might know the lie of the land.”
“Maybe.”
“Know anything about Jack Gymer?”
“Not one of our flock as far as I know, but I’ve heard the name.”
“Dionisious Nudd?”
“I know his father and mother, why?”
“Just wondered what he was up to now the war’s over.”
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“Well, as I’m sure you are well aware, they are a very religious
couple, and they seem to think he’s gone a bit off the rails, but I
don’t really believe that’s true. He likes a drink now and again, when
he’s on dry land, but from what I hear he’s a good fisherman.”
I nodded. Nothing had changed there then.
“Anyone ever mention me?”
“Ah...”
He thought for a moment.
“Your name has come up.”
“Not hard to guess what they had to say about me.”
“So you want to know who’s for you and who’s against you?”
“I was wondering what the mood is.”
“Not good perhaps, for the time being at any rate.”
“You think it’ll change?”
“I don’t know. But people’s attitudes often change with time.”
I wasn’t convinced he was right. I thought my goose was cooked,
and what was more, I’d cooked it.
“Can you tell me anything about George Thain?”
“Used to work on the land, for John Minns I think. Just got a job
as gamekeeper on the Hadfield estate. Engaged to Louisa Brooks.”
“How long have they been engaged?”
“Six months maybe. She’s been bringing him to church, but I’m
not sure he’s that keen.”
“On her?”
“No, on going to church. He’s keen on her all right.”
“And I suppose she wants a church wedding.”
He nodded.
“What do you think of him?”
“Information is one thing. Expressing my opinion about a
parishioner is quite another. You wouldn’t want me telling other
people what I think about you.”
“Depends on what it is you think.”
He smiled.
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“Well I feel the need to be moderately discreet. Goes with the
job.”
“That means you don’t like him. If you thought he was a good
chap you would have said so.”
All I got was another enigmatic smile, but I was sure I was right.
“And all these people you’re asking about, were they particular
friends of yours before you went away?”
“Until not long before, yes.”
He was silent for a while, no doubt contemplating what had
happened.
“And you want to build bridges?”
“One bridge. With one of them.”
“And the others?”
“That’s up to them.”
He was quiet again. I could have explained but I decided not to. I
wasn’t particularly keen on explanations.
The phone rang and he went to answer it. I could hear him
making arrangements to visit Lilly Miller. When he came back he
cleared the plates away and offered me a cup of tea. When it was
made he took me through into the study.
The shelves were filled with books, which were not particularly
neatly stacked. On the desk was an old fashioned Imperial
typewriter. He sat in the captain’s chair by the desk, and I took the
easy chair in the corner. Once seated he looked relaxed. The cup of
tea went on a mat next to the typewriter, his feet found a comfortable
position on the worn horizontal bar underneath, and he slouched
down in a contented way. It was in some ways reassuring to see a
man who had what I wanted. It meant it was possible. One day, I
thought, I too might have my own study, in which I was completely
at ease.
“Where are you living?”
“In my father’s house.”
“Where?”
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“By the post office in East Aldham.”
“Will you inherit?”
“Not the house. It’s rented.”
“And will you stay on?”
“Maybe.”
“In your father’s house?”
“It’s possible I may not be welcome. It’s rented from Jenny Dack
who keeps the post office. Not someone who likes what I did. I
presume it’s paid up to the end of the month. After that I’d be very
surprised if I don’t get my marching orders.”
“So you need a room?”
“I’m pretty familiar with the village, and I can’t think of a single
person who would rent anything to me.”
“What if I could find one for you? There’s a widow I know who
would be glad of the money.”
“How did her husband die?”
He looked down at his feet, realising it might not be a match
made in heaven.
“How did you make a living round here before the war?”
“I worked on the land, but I don’t think anyone’s going to offer
me a job.”
“So what will you do?”
“I expect I’ll have to do a bit of poaching. It won’t be the first
time.”
“Anything I can do to help?”
“Not unless you’ve got a good dog I can buy.”
“You’ve got money?”
“I’ve saved a bit. Should last until I get my feet under me.”
We finished our tea. Then he stood up.
“I don’t want to throw you out, but I have to visit Lilly again, and
I really should have a wash and a shave, and make myself rather
more presentable.”
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I stood up and headed for the door. He came with me. When we
reached the porch he took hold of me firmly by the upper arm.
“You should feel free to come round and see me anytime. I know
things will be difficult for you, but I promise you will always find a
friendly face here, even if it is only mine. Now I want you to come
and see me again within the week. Will you?”
I nodded my agreement.
“Good man.”
He patted me on the back, and I set off down the drive.
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On the return journey I made a detour through the village, to see
an old pal of mine. The trouble was I didn’t any longer know who
my allies were, although after the experience of the previous night I
was rapidly coming to the conclusion that the foundations of those
pre-war friendships were built on sand.
Billy Tungate ran the butcher’s shop in West Aldham. He must
have been a good fifteen years older than me, but we hit it off from
the time I was about twelve, when I first started poaching rabbits.
Billy was tall like me, but he had difficulty getting about on account
of one stiff leg. When he was a child there was something wrong
with his knee, and in those days making it stiff was all they could do.
He was an avuncular man, friendly to everyone, and nothing seemed
to worry him.
I walked down to the shop without passing anyone I knew. It
faced onto the village green, with a duck pond in front of it. The
pond was well populated with ducks, because Billy used to feed
them. He also sold duck in the shop of course, and the locals used to
tease him about where they came from. But he never sold any of the
ducks he fed, at least not to my knowledge.
As I got down to the edge of the pond, I could see he had a
customer. So I stopped at the white rail, and looked down into the
water. All the ducks swam across expecting me to feed them, and
then gave up and went away when they realised I wasn’t a source of
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food. After a few minutes the shop was empty, so I walked over and
opened the door.
The bell attached to the door post rang, and Billy came through
from the back. He looked at me for a moment, a mixture of surprise
and pleasure on his face.
“Ray Grimble, as I live and breathe.”
“How are you doing Billy?”
“Not so bad boy, what about yourself?”
“I’m all right.”
“Sorry to hear about your father.”
“Thanks.”
“Any idea how it happened?”
“If the coppers know anything they haven’t told me.”
He came round from behind the counter, and put both arms
around me. Patted me on the back. You don’t normally get a show of
affection like that in Norfolk, but Billy wasn’t like the rest, and he’d
known me since I was a child.
“Where are you living Ray?”
“In my father’s house, until Jenny Dack kicks me out.”
“You need a room?”
“I will do. Problem will be finding someone who wants me for a
lodger.”
He pursed his lips and thought for a moment.
“Well I don’t know of anything, but if I hear of something I’ll let
you know.”
I nodded.
“Get much call for rabbit Billy?”
“There’s a call for anything not on the ration.”
“Want to buy some?”
“How many have you got?”
“None yet. Just checking the lie of the land.”
“I’ll take anything you can get, but be careful, there’s a new
gamekeeper out at the Hadfield’s, by the name of George Thain.”
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“His name just keeps cropping up.”
“Mean bastard from what I hear. Although he used to be a friend
of yours didn’t he?”
“Right on both counts Billy.”
“Maybe you could come to some arrangement with him.”
“Might have done ten years ago, but there’s not a cat in hell’s
chance of that now.”
“Anywhere else?”
“There’s always the Minns’ place. But the pickings would be
slim.”
“And he’s not to be taken lightly either.”
“No. What do they run out at now?”
“Seven and six a couple, many as you can get. The price is set to
fall if they take meat off the ration though, but I can’t see that
happening any time soon.”
“Things have gone up a bit. I wish I’d got those prices before the
war. I could have made a good living.”
“You’ll get a good rate for anything off the ration. Partridge,
pheasant, rabbit, hare. If you get me a deer I’ll butcher that.”
“I can’t see me bringing that in without someone noticing.”
He laughed.
“Anything you need Ray?”
“Everything. I’m starting from scratch again.”
“I know someone up in Cromer might be able to help you out.”
“I need snares, traps, nets, a dog, and a gun, and maybe a few
ferrets if I can find somewhere to keep them.”
“You never were half-hearted Ray.”
“If you can’t get rabbits one way you can get them another. Why
stick to just one way of doing things?”
He wrote a name and address down on a piece of paper.
“You won’t be applying for a shotgun certificate I take it?”
I laughed.
“Anything else?”
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“A bike might be a good idea. I can’t see me walking all this way
every time you and I need to do some business.”
“Acle sale would be the place for that. Every Tuesday.”
“I know. I’ll go down and see what they’ve got. How long do you
think it’ll be before I break even?”
“It’ll be quicker if you can do without the gun, and safer too.
People start hearing you shooting it won’t be long before you get a
knock I shouldn’t think.”
“I’ll see how it goes.”
“How are you off for cash Ray?”
“All right for the time being. I saved some. Should see me
through until I’m earning.”
“You need anything to tide you over Ray, you let me know.”
At that moment the door opened and Mrs Gotts came in. I quickly
took Billy’s note off the counter. Mrs Gotts was a cantankerous old
bat, no more than five feet in height, with a bent back. How old she
was I didn’t know, because she’d looked that way ever since I was a
child. We used to avoid playing anywhere near her house, because
she would come outside and chase you off. She took one look at me,
then looked me up and down like I was something the cat brought in.
“I thought you’d have had more decency than to show yourself
around here.”
“Did you now?”
She turned her attention to Billy.
“And you won’t be doing yourself no favours serving him.”
“Don’t you worry Mrs Gotts, he wasn’t buying nothing.”
She looked in her bag for some coupons, and Billy gave me a
wink.
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Originally I had decided to hold back. But six years was a long
time to go without seeing someone. And the thought of her, about a
mile or so down the road, had already begun to gnaw away at me.
Nevertheless I hadn’t thought it was a good idea to suddenly turn up
on the doorstep. I’d wanted her to learn from other people that I was
back, and have time to come to terms with it. Although it probably
wouldn’t have come as a great surprise. She must have expected I
would return to the village in the circumstances.
My plan, such as it was, dictated that I should see her in passing.
Perhaps accidentally bump into her in the village one Saturday at the
bus stop, or in the post office. There was an ill formed reason for
this, floating around in my head. If I went round to see her it was as
if I wanted something from her, as if I was asking her to make a
judgement there and then, to come to a decision. Whereas if I met
her by chance it wouldn’t require anything of her, except that she
acknowledge my presence, maybe say hello. Any conversation
would be as easy as it could be in the circumstances. As short or as
long as she wanted it to be. Without pressure, or at least without
obligation.
But I felt very different after my visit to the vicar. And without
thinking things through I almost marched back to East Aldham,
made myself a very late lunch from a tin of beans and some two day
old bread, before striding round to The Loke at about quarter to four.
It was a small tied cottage, at the end of a tree lined lane, on the
outskirts of the village. The cottage actually didn’t have a name. The
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Loke was the name of the little path which led to it, but all the
villagers used that name to refer both to the path and the cottage.
I knew the school day finished at half three, and I thought a
quarter of an hour was enough time for her to get home. But I was
wrong. Her mother answered the door.
“Not you Ray.”
I didn’t say anything.
“I suppose we should have known you’d turn up.”
“Is she in?”
“She’s not back from school yet.”
“I’ll wait.”
“Not here you won’t.”
“It’s a fine day Mrs Brooks, and there’s no law against me waiting
in the street.”
“Loitering with intent maybe.”
I smiled.
“Have you had a phone put in then?”
“No we haven’t.”
“Well you’ll have to hope the policeman cycles past in the next
ten minutes.”
“Don’t you go upsetting her Ray. We had enough of that before.”
I couldn’t say anything to that. I didn’t know what was going to
happen. She might be upset by what I had to say, or she might not.
But at that particular point, after my chat with the vicar, it was me
who could best be described as upset. She gave me a hard look.
“I wish her father was here, he’d soon see you off.”
“Not this time.”
“He’s more of a man than you are Ray.”
“I notice he didn’t make much of a contribution himself, despite
what he had to say about me.”
She looked momentarily lost for words, but it didn’t last long.
“How can you say that Ray?”
“Tell the truth you mean?”
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“The truth is he was too old, and not fit.”
“The truth is he’s out there in all weathers, a team man, working
the horses, and every spare minute of his time is spent on Lady
Hadfield’s market garden. I never met a man who was more fit. But
he lets his wife tell him what to do, and he hides behind a reserved
occupation, while he criticises me for my principles. At least I
wasn’t scared to go, I just thought it was plain bloody wrong.
Whereas he’s a coward and a hypocrite, and you know it, and he
knows it, and Louisa knows it.”
“Whatever I thought about you over the years Ray, I never
thought I’d hear you say something like that.”
“Well now you have. And just for the record, last time, when you
thought he saw me off, I went because at the time I thought it was
the right thing to do, but I’m not in the same mood now.”
“You’ve no business here anymore.”
“Apart from burying my father you mean?”
“Just go away Ray.”
She shook her head. Closed the door on me.
The sun was low in the sky, and the late afternoon autumn light
enhanced the golden colour of the turning leaves. I walked up and
down for a bit, surprised by my own anger, letting it subside. When
Louisa came home I wanted to be calm. After a while I sat on the
bank on the opposite side of the road. A curtain twitched in The
Loke. Mrs Brooks was probably checking if I was still there. I didn’t
look directly at her, but waited for the curtain to return to its original
position, just visible in my peripheral vision. My breathing gradually
returned to normal.
Nearly half an hour went by. It did cross my mind that maybe
Louisa wasn’t coming home, and Mrs Brooks hadn’t bothered to tell
me. That would have been a good trick. Just to let me sit there, and
get bored, and eventually go away. On the other hand, maybe she
was home already, and her mother was fending me off. One thing
was for sure though, if I waited there long enough, she would either
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have to arrive home, or go out. In the meantime though I might have
to deal with her father, and possibly George too. And there was also
the possibility they might get some help to deal with the situation.
I weighed things up in my mind. If I just sat there I might be
inviting trouble. I looked at my watch. There wasn’t any harm in
giving it another hour anyway. Her father would be at work for at
least that long, and then he had to pack up and walk home. He
wouldn’t even try to ride a bike before the war, and I somehow
didn’t think he’d changed.
As it turned out I needn’t have worried. Louisa’s old sit up and
beg bicycle finally came round the bend at about half past four.
I would have known her anywhere. The dark loose curls and high
cheekbones were distinctive. And although she wasn’t classically
beautiful, she was certainly the most attractive girl I’d ever met.
But she didn’t have an attractive way of pedalling. Each time her
foot went down she would bend forwards with the effort. I had told
her many times that this didn’t help. Keeping a straight back would
enable her to exert more pressure with the thigh and calf muscles,
but she didn’t listen. Apparently, because the bike had no gears, she
had to cycle that way. I remember telling her she looked like a little
old lady, but it didn’t make any difference.
Eventually she drew level. She looked at me without surprise,
almost as if she had seen me only the day before. Certainly not as if
we hadn’t seen one another for six years. She stopped the bike, and
slipped off the saddle, but still kept one foot each side of the frame.
“Sorry to hear about your father Ray.”
“Thanks.”
“Are you back for the funeral?”
“Could be some time before that happens.”
“So you’re back for a while.”
“I am. So I thought you and I should have a talk.”
She gave me a look.
“Probably a bit late for that Ray.”
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“So I hear.”
“Not a word for six years?”
“Last time we met I got the distinct impression you didn’t want to
hear from me.”
There wasn’t much she could say to that. Having told me not to
write, not to visit, and not to bother coming back, she couldn’t really
complain if I’d managed two out of the three. She lifted her right leg
over the frame of the bike in a very genteel sort of way, and began
pushing it up the path.
“And now you turn up out of the blue and want to talk about my
private life.”
There was something about that which made me laugh. She
looked around at me, and she didn’t look pleased.
“Come on Louisa. You used to have a private life with me,
remember?”
“Not anymore.”
“You could at least tell me what happened. I’d rather hear it from
you than from George, or from people in the village. Then at least
I’d know what the truth is.”
She shook her head.
“You’d better come in then, but I don’t want any argument about
it. I know what you’re like.”
I thought, ‘Not any more you don’t.’ But I didn’t say it. When
you’ve spent five years in a place where not a soul has a good word
to say about you, or wants to talk to you, and when you come back
to the same thing, it really does change you. You become harder,
more resilient. Actually you become more like them, more like the
people you despise, despite the fact it’s the very thing you want to
guard against. But if you’re in a place where no one likes you, what
are the chances you could bring yourself to like them? It was an act
of will that was beyond me.
If you’re in a place where everyone likes you though, what are the
chances that you wouldn’t feel good about them and good about
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yourself. Some nights, during the years I was away, I used to have a
dream like that. And every time I had that dream, Louisa was there
with me, in the warmth of that dream, back in the village, in the days
before the war. But the disappointment of waking up to the cold
reality of wartime life filled me with a deep sadness which could last
for days.
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When she opened the door, her mother was standing in the back
kitchen.
“You aren’t bringing him in here.”
“I am mother. And we’re going into the front parlour by
ourselves.”
“Your father wouldn’t let him in the house.”
“Well he’s not here to stop him.”
“There won’t half be a scene when he gets home.”
“Only if you tell him.”
“How could I not tell him?”
“Well that’s up to you mum, but Ray and I are going to talk
whether you like it or not.”
We walked through to the front parlour under the disapproving
gaze of her mother. The room looked almost the way it had before
the war. The same cover on the three piece suite, the same pictures
on the walls, the same pair of highly polished chairs standing each
side of the door. There was one addition though which I didn’t much
like. Standing on the sideboard was a picture of Louisa and George,
just head and shoulders, with their cheeks almost touching, and with
him holding her hand up so the camera could see the ring on her
finger.
I pointed to it.
“I suppose that’s what can happen if you go away.”
She closed the door.
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“A lot can happen in six years.”
“Are you getting married because you have to, or because you
want to?”
“What kind of a question is that?”
“I’m just wondering if you do the same things with him that you
used to do with me?”
“Sit down Ray.”
I sat on the sofa. She looked at the picture for a few moments, and
then she slowly lowered herself into one of the arm chairs, carefully
brushing her skirt underneath her with her left hand as she did so.
Modesty personified. Or so you would have thought. I considered
reminding her of that night in the stables when she was so anxious to
finish what she started that she didn’t bother about the smell of the
horses, the muck on the floor, or the prickly straw she fell back into.
But I decided it probably wasn’t the right time.
“Jesus Louisa. I mean George?”
“Don’t start Ray.”
“I’m not. It’s just...”
“What?”
“I thought you’d probably be seeing someone, I even thought you
might be married with kids, but I never thought you’d let George
within a country mile.”
“And why’s that?”
“Well you were at school with him the same as I was.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning you know what he’s like.”
“He’s been through a lot. He’s changed.”
“Has he hell. He was the first one down to my father’s house to
tell me to sling my hook.”
“And why do you think that might be?”
“I can see why now.”
“So?”
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“He threatened to burn me out, or chuck me in the boat dyke, or
get me after dark. And you think he’s changed?”
“He wouldn’t do that.”
“What, make the threats, or actually do it? Because I heard him
make the threats, and he didn’t sound as if he was joking.”
“He wouldn’t actually do it.”
“Well that’s a great comfort to me. But you’d still be happy to
marry a man who said he’d do that would you?”
“Maybe I know him a little better than you.”
“Better than I’d want to I should think.”
“So what is it you want Ray?”
“I want to know how it happened, and when it happened, and
most of all I want to know why?”
“I love him.”
There was nothing I could say to that. It’s the one thing, illogical
or not, against which there is no argument. Surprisingly it quietened
me down. After all, I knew what love was.
“You’d better stick to when and how then.”
“When is easy enough. He came out of the army last year. Called
round to catch up on the village gossip. We went for a walk, crossed
over to the west, came back. It was a Sunday afternoon, mum
offered him some tea. He told me what it was like.”
“Killing people?”
“No Ray.”
“He told you what killing people was like, and you fell for him?”
“No.”
“What then?”
“What it was like in Italy.”
“With the D-Day dodgers?”
“Yes. But it wasn’t like that, people don’t understand.”
“I know.”
“It wasn’t much fun.”
“I shouldn’t think it was.”
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“Well then...”
“Did he kill anyone?”
“How should I know?”
“You’re going to marry him, you say you know him intimately,
but you haven’t asked him if he killed anyone?”
“No Ray, I haven’t. He doesn’t like to talk about it.”
“I bet he doesn’t.”
“This is your obsession Ray, don’t expect me to feel the same
way you do.”
“I don’t. Really I don’t. I gave up trying to make converts a long
time ago.”
“So leave it alone. It’s over. You can’t change it.”
“You don’t think there’ll be a next time then?”
“Not like this. Not in my lifetime.”
“I think you’re wrong.”
“I know you do. I remember the arguments as if it were
yesterday.”
So did I. It wasn’t something I would ever forget. I didn’t want to
hurt the people I knew, but I didn’t want to kill people I didn’t know
either. And it was pretty clear to me which side I had to come down
on if I had to make a choice.
We were silent for a while.
“How long since you got engaged?”
“A few months.”
“And how long since you knew he was the one?”
“I don’t know. It’s a gradual thing. It doesn’t suddenly happen.”
“You didn’t think about me?”
“What could I think Ray? I told you I didn’t want to hear from
you, and I didn’t. I thought you were probably with someone else.”
I nodded.
“Were you with someone else?”
“No.”
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Even if I’d wanted to, which I didn’t, my situation hadn’t been
particularly good from that point of view.
“When’s the wedding?”
“In the spring.”
“Why wait?”
“There’s nowhere to live, and mum doesn’t want us here, so we
have to save some money and try to find somewhere.”
“The thing I can’t get my head round Louisa is how you went
from a Sunday afternoon walk to being engaged.”
“It’s not as difficult as you might think.”
She said that pointedly. It was a barbed little comment, intended
to make me think that if I’d got my skates on before the war, things
might have been different. But I knew it wasn’t true. She was
younger then and not in the least bit inclined to settle down. If I’d
proposed marriage it’s quite possible she would have laughed. Most
men don’t propose marriage until they’re pretty certain of the reply.
It’s not a shot in the dark. I couldn’t work out how George got to that
point, and what Louisa did to make him think she would say yes. It
was certainly something she never did for me.
“So go on then. Tell me how you got engaged. Did George go
down on one knee?”
“No.”
“I bet he didn’t.”
“We decided together.”
“You mean you asked him?”
“No, I didn’t.”
“So how does that work?”
“We talked about whether we should get married...”
“There was some doubt then?”
“No.”
“I don’t get it...”
“You don’t get it Ray, because you don’t want to get it, and
anyway it doesn’t matter whether you get it or not. It doesn’t have
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anything to do with you. In fact it doesn’t have anything to do with
anyone except George and me.”
I sensed some other opposition there. Maybe her parents weren’t
very keen to see her marry him either. I didn’t know, but the
declaration seemed well rehearsed. I held my hands out, palms up,
nothing to hide.
“Your choice, I agree. I’m just trying to understand. For my own
reasons.”
“And what reasons would those be Ray?”
“Might make it easier to live with.”
I knew it wouldn’t, but I didn’t want to make her feel I couldn’t
come to terms with it. I also knew I wasn’t going to give up on her,
but it didn’t seem like a good idea to tell her that either.
“So what do you want to know?”
I shook my head. I wasn’t sure I actually wanted to know the
details, even supposing she would have been willing to tell me.
“I think I already knew enough when you said you loved him.”
She looked down. It was a momentary thing. Nothing you could
put your finger on. It implied regret maybe, perhaps a little sadness.
Or it might have been something else. It wasn’t uncertainty so much
as the feeling she was not wholly committed. That there was just
some tiny part of her which was still living in the past. You had to
see that slight hesitation, that look, to feel it. But I couldn’t help
wondering if I was seeing what I wanted to see, rather than what was
actually there.
“So how does that leave us Ray?”
“It’s a lot to get used to. Things have obviously changed around
here.”
“You can’t come back and expect things to be the same.”
“I knew there was no chance of that.”
“And how are you finding it so far?”
“I’ve only been back two days, but so far I’ve discovered...”
I counted them off on my fingers.
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“...my friends are now my enemies, the locals aren’t very
welcoming, there’s a new vicar, you’re engaged to George, he’s
threatened to burn me out, and now you sound like you don’t want
me here either. So I’d say, on balance, things have altered quite a
bit.”
“It isn’t that I don’t want you here Ray. I just want you to
appreciate things are never going to be the same as they were.”
“Well, everyone has succeeded in making me very well aware of
that, so I don’t think you need worry too much on that score.”
We both heard the back door close, and muffled voices from the
kitchen. Louisa closed her eyes, and shook her head, as if she’d just
received bad news.
“Who’s that Lou?”
“Who do you think?”
“George?”
“No, it’s my father.”
I looked at my watch. Time flies when you’re having fun.
“So what do we do now?”
“You can leave through the front.”
“I’m not legging it. What I meant was, do I go through and
confront him in the kitchen, or do I wait for him to come to me?”
“Please don’t make any trouble Ray.”
“There won’t be any trouble, but I’m not going to pretend I’m not
here. I can’t make myself invisible just because everyone wishes I
wasn’t around.”
There were footsteps in the hall. After a moment or two the door
opened. Mr Brooks came in. He had his slippers on, and the paper in
his hand. I stood up.
“Afternoon Ray.”
“Afternoon Mr Brooks.”
“Very sorry to hear about your father. He was a good man.”
I nodded.
“Just on your way out are you?”
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“I was actually.”
“Well, don’t let me stop you.”
He sat down, opened the newspaper, and began to read. I looked
at him for a moment or two, but Louisa gave me a not too subtle
push towards the door.
Once outside the house she leant both her arms on the garden
gate, the way I’d seen her do it a hundred times before. She looked
at me, but didn’t say anything.
“So how does this leave us Lou?”
“What do you mean?”
“Do I still get to see you?”
“In church maybe.”
I shook my head.
“You know very well I don’t go to church.”
“Still an atheist then?”
“Yes.”
“The other conscientious objectors didn’t convert you?”
“I wasn’t in a camp Lou. The tribunal sent me to a village in
Northumberland, so that I had to make the same sacrifice of being
away from home as the men who went in the forces.”
“But without the possibility of being killed.”
“Without the possibility of having to kill someone was how I
thought of it. And there wasn’t another conscientious objector for
miles. I was the only one. So they just had me to pick on. But
funnily enough, it wasn’t quite as bad as being round here by the
look of things.”
She pursed her lips, and looked down at her feet.
“So what about it Lou? Go for a drink sometime and catch up?”
“You want me to go to The Wherry with you?”
I could see her point. It wasn’t a great idea. I’d probably be
thrown out if I went in by myself, never mind with her.
“So if you don’t want to go to the pub, and I don’t want to go to
church, what else is there?”
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“Nothing I can think of Ray.”
“Maybe a walk sometime?”
“I don’t think George would like that.”
“So he decides what you do now does he?”
“No, but he is my fiancé, and I’m not going to do anything which
would upset him.”
I walked backwards down the lane, still facing her as I got further
away.
“Seriously?”
“Seriously.”
“That could be tricky, because I should think the list of things that
would upset George is a pretty long one.”
“Well, I’ll just have to see how it goes.”
She turned and went into the cottage, without looking back.
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My father used to say that if you set twenty snares you could
expect to catch a couple of rabbits. If you net the bank, or the gate,
you might catch ten or more. The trouble is, it’s more difficult to net
them surreptitiously, particularly if you’re a one man band.
Transporting the net is a problem, because it’s bulky, and getting
twenty rabbits to the butcher is even harder. Working with a gun and
a dog also leaves you with the likelihood of being caught. So if you
stick to snares, the pickings might be slim, but you have a very good
chance of getting away with it.
Now before the war I was getting sixpence a rabbit. As soon as
meat was rationed the price went up to seven and six a couple, and
stayed there, because meat was rationed for a long time after the war.
So poaching suddenly had the potential to produce a good income.
Gamekeepers were well aware of this, but their time was limited.
They had to be a visible deterrent during the day, when snares might
be set by anyone working in the countryside, from farm labourers to
postmen, and an invisible presence after dark, to prevent the
numerous night poaching techniques. In addition they also had to
look after the game specifically reared for shoots, which would
sometimes be poached by several men working together. By 1946
the odds were always in favour of the poacher, because gamekeepers
were few, and they couldn’t be in more than one place at a time.
I found it interesting that George had moved from the Minns’
place, where he was no more than a farm labourer before the war, to
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the Hadfield estate as a gamekeeper. We’d all done a bit of poaching
in our youth, George included, and I knew from working with him
that he was lacking in both technique, and application to the job in
hand. These things would work to my advantage, but the downside
was that George was mean, and would certainly be motivated to sort
me out if he could.
A good gamekeeper is part detective, part uniformed enforcer. He
sees the signs other people might miss. Tracks in the dew, footprints
in the frost, discarded twigs used to make snares, chewed bark where
a hare has been caught, are all indications of a poacher’s favourite
haunts. A walk down the line of the hedge might reveal some more
snares, and possibly a place to hide and watch, all of which could
lead to capture and prosecution.
I was conceited enough to think I might have made the better
gamekeeper. George might have been keen, but I didn’t think he had
the patience for it. Whereas I knew I did. If the boot had been on the
other foot I think I would have caught him on his first night out, but
I was pretty certain that wasn’t going to happen to me.
There was no doubt that if I was going to do it successfully I was
going to have to take George on. In East Aldham there were really
only two choices for poaching. There was the Minns’ place, and the
Hadfield estate. The trouble with the Minns’ place was that it was
too open. Minns had been one of the first farmers in Norfolk to buy
up several farms, take down hedges, and make larger fields. He
wasn’t popular because he preferred mechanisation to men, but he
had an eye on the future. The unfortunate result from my point of
view was that there was little cover. Minns could stand on the high
point on the West Road with a pair of binoculars and see what was
going on in his fields. Unless it was a pitch black night, which
wasn’t really good for poaching, you were taking a considerable risk.
The Hadfield land however was a different proposition. It was an
old fashioned estate with small fields, hedgerows, some woodland,
and a small river. The rabbits liked it mainly for the abundance of
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food, but when it comes down to it, poachers and rabbits like the
same thing, good cover.
The first thing to do though was some research. Preparation is
everything. To that end, and against my better judgement, I decided
to pay a visit to The Wherry. I knew I wouldn’t be welcome, I knew
I might not be served, and I knew I might be kicked out, but I also
knew that, of an evening, it was the most likely place to find George.
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I let a couple of nights go by, so I was sure my visit to Louisa
would have been reported to him, and then I made my way down to
the river. The Wherry was situated on the far bank, across a little
bridge. It was a fair walk from the village, but being where it was it
did a reasonable trade from passing boats in the summer. There were
also half a dozen or so moorings where people could stay overnight,
and they no doubt patronised the bar. But by the middle of October
the holiday trade was more or less dead, and I knew there would be
no one inside except locals.
My first thought was to slip the lead pipe under my coat, but on
reflection it didn’t seem like a good idea. It was unlikely anyone
would actually attack me in such a public place, and if it did happen
then I didn’t want it to appear that I’d gone looking for trouble. It’s
one thing to pick up whatever is to hand in order to defend yourself,
but the police tend to take a less sympathetic view if they find you
had a weapon with you all along.
I could feel my palms were sweaty as I opened the door. Inside
was a light trap, no doubt left over from the blackout. They would
have heard the door latch, but they couldn’t see who had come in,
until I walked round the partition. Half a dozen pairs of eyes met
mine as I moved into the light of the bar. Griper was there, but
Dionisious was missing, and so was Jack. The rest were older men
from the village. A door opened at the end of the bar, and George
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wandered back in from the gents, saw everyone was looking towards
me, and looked over in my direction.
“You’ve got a bloody nerve Ray.”
“That’s true George I have, so you’d better get used to it.”
“You just don’t get it that you’re not wanted round here do you?”
“Actually I do, everyone’s been very kind in making me fully
aware of it, but since as far as I can work out, I’m not wanted
anywhere, then I may as well be not wanted here, where all my
friends are.”
“Don’t get bloody funny with me Ray.”
“Why not George? It’s all good clean fun.”
“It bloody well isn’t.”
He narrowed his eyes. The older village men watched without
much expression in their faces as far as I could see. Griper Grimes
wasn’t sure what to make of it either. He wasn’t going to be involved
in anything physical that was for sure, and without Di and Jack to
back him up I didn’t think George would have the guts to take me
on. I felt a little more confident than I had a few minutes before as I
walked across to the bar, but you still feel a little uncomfortable
when everyone is watching you.
“Pint of best Percy if you will.”
“Don’t serve him Percy.”
“Don’t serve me? When did you buy shares in this bar George?”
Griper smiled. Percy Grimmer shook his head, but didn’t make
any move to pull my pint.
“What’s the matter Percy? My money not good enough for you?”
“It’s not that boy. I just don’t want no trouble in my bar.”
“You won’t get any trouble from me.”
Percy looked around, not sure what to do. One of the older men
spoke up.
“Serve the boy Percy. He got just as much right to drink as that
bloody gamekeeper.”
Some of the others laughed. George turned on them.

49

“He got a right to nothing. He didn’t fight for it, he don’t have a
right to it.”
“A lot of people didn’t fight for it George. Are you sayin’ they
have to be teetotal for the rest of their lives?”
Another of the older men chimed in.
“An’ what about your prospective father-in-law George? I can’t
see him bein’ teetotal.”
“That’s different, he was too old, and he wasn’t fit.”
“I’m not sayin’ I’d want the outcome of the war dependent on his
efforts, but he could have gone in the gardening corps surely? There
must have been some officers wanted their gardens tending like old
Lady Hadfield.”
The others laughed. George got red in the face.
“I don’t want him in here, an’ that’s that.”
“The trouble is though, that ain’t that. You want to put it to a
show of hands Percy?”
Percy felt he could take back some control since opinion seemed
to be divided.
“No, I don’t want to put it to a show of hands. While I’m the
landlord I’ll decide who drinks in this pub, and since he isn’t barred
he can drink here if he wants. And he won’t get barred unless he
does something to get barred for.”
“It isn’t a question of him doing something, it’s a question of
what he didn’t do.”
“You don’t make the rules George, just because you think you’ve
been raised up in the world.”
“I’ll tell you, if me and Jack and Di are in here, he won’t be.”
“Three onto one George, those are the kind of odds you like are
they?”
“A’course George if you feel strongly enough about it, you could
always just throw him out now. We wouldn’t stop you.”
That shut him up for a bit. He turned his back on me and picked
up his drink. I wandered over to the old men, and Percy pulled a pint

50

of best. When I put my money on the bar, he exchanged it for the
pint glass. The ring leader of the retired drinkers was Albert Trett. I
didn’t know him well, but he’d known my father. He was in his
seventies, a small wiry man, with a little pipe which hung from the
corner of his mouth. He had a wry Norfolk sense of humour. I didn’t
think he was necessarily on my side. It was more likely that he just
didn’t like George. Most one time poachers didn’t. He looked over at
Percy and winked at him.
“A’course the one good thing about having a conshie in the bar is
that we can have a decent political argument.”
George took the bait. He just couldn’t resist.
“My political views haven’t got nothing to do with you Albert.”
I turned to Albert.
“What’s that all about?”
“George supports the Conservatives now, on account of his new
station in life.”
“I support the Conservatives on account of how I can’t stand this
bloody Attlee government, and how I can’t stand us all being on
wartime rations. If the Conservatives were in we’d have more to
eat...”
“Those that could afford it would have more to eat. The rest of us
would be bloody starving.”
I decided to wind him up a bit myself.
“You weren’t so keen on the Conservatives when you were
poaching before the war George.”
“Who asked you Ray?”
“I’m just saying.”
“Well don’t, because you don’t know anything about it. Those of
us who served have very good reason to be grateful to Churchill, and
he should have been re-elected.”
“It was a coalition government George, with Attlee, Shinwell and
Bevin in the war cabinet too if I remember.”
“And a lot of bloody good they turned out to be.”
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Albert grinned at me.
“His head’s been turned by seeing how her ladyship lives,
although why he thinks he would be in for any of that I don’t know.”
“You can bugger off Albert.”
“They give him some smart livery for the shoots, let him mix with
the nobs, feed him on pheasant, and suddenly he thinks he’s
aristocracy.”
George turned away again, and continued a previous conversation
with Griper, presumably the one they were having before I
interrupted them. The older men tried to close up a bit at the bar, but
I made sure I was wedged between two of them, so they couldn’t
actually exclude me without being rude. Although they were happy
my presence had allowed them to have a go at George, they didn’t
seem too keen on spending the evening with me. But I was
determined I wasn’t drinking my pint over in the corner by myself.
They were all maybe thirty to forty years older than me, so it
would have been impolite for me to force my way into the
conversation. I listened attentively, nodding now and then if there
was something to agree with.
No one was drinking heavily. Their glasses remained about half
full. Occasionally they would take a sip of beer, but it was clear they
were really there for the conversation, or maybe just to be out of the
house. When the stories about an old friend, long dead, came to a
natural end, and after a further drink from their beer mugs, Albert
turned to me.
“Still think you did the right thing boy?”
“I do.”
He nodded, and took a puff of his pipe.
“We might have been standing here having a quiet drink with
some Nazi storm troopers if everyone had done that.”
“Maybe. But if everyone had taken my position, here and in
Germany, there’d be forty million still alive, no rationing, no
national debt, no coal shortage...”
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“Life’s not like that though. They start something, all we can do is
decide what we’re going to do about it.”
“I remember something my father said to me. He told me about a
labourer who was asked to start pulling beet in one of those large
fields like Minns has got. He looked at the size of it, and he says to
the farmer, ‘Tha’s a big job, where am I supposed to start?’ And the
farmer says to him, ‘You might as well start at your feet.’”
“Meaning what exactly?”
“Meaning you have to start somewhere. If you think like I do that
eventually people are going to refuse to do it, someone’s actually got
to start doing that.”
“What, and you were surprised when it didn’t catch on?”
“No. Never thought it was going to happen quickly.”
“And you weren’t just frightened of dying?”
“I was frightened of dying, and I’m still frightened of dying, but
that doesn’t make me a coward, and it wasn’t why I didn’t go. I just
wasn’t willing to kill people. I would have gone in the army medical
corps if that’s what they wanted, and that would have been bloody
dangerous, but since I had experience working on the land the
tribunal sent me up to Northumberland, working in the forests. Made
me go away from home, but still kept me in a reserved occupation.”
One of Albert’s friends chipped in.
“What about the Jews though? You think we should have just let
the buggers get on with killing them all off?”
“No. But be honest, we didn’t go to war to save the Jews.
Someone must have known what was happening to them, but I
didn’t. The first I really knew about how bad it got for them was
when they relieved Belsen, and the newsreels came out.”
“So what would you have done if you knew?”
That was a tough one.
“I don’t know. Those are the questions I ask myself. I couldn’t
kill someone in a fight over land, I know that, but to save someone
else, or to save me, that might be different. If they’re coming in your
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house to get you, then maybe you have to do what you can to stop
them.”
“I always felt it might be a good idea to stop the buggers before
they get that far.”
“But when would that be?”
“If they say they’re going to do it, and they have the equipment to
do it, and it looks like they mean it, I’d say that might be the time to
put your foot down.”
Everyone except me seemed to agree on that point. Whereas I
actually agreed with Churchill. Jaw jaw is better than war war.
I knew I wasn’t willing to kill, and I’d made a pretty unequivocal
case to the tribunal, but I also knew I didn’t have all the answers. I
knew there were probably circumstances when I might make an
exception to my own rule, but as soon as you concede self defence,
you’re on a slippery slope. At the tribunal they tried to catch me out
of course, but I’d been well prepared by the arguments with George
and the others. I knew which lines of defence were weak, and which
were robust. I knew just how far to go. I knew where you could draw
a credible line in the sand, and realistically claim you wouldn’t cross
it. But it was a bit like a chess game. It didn’t bear much
resemblance to reality. In real life you have to make judgements
based on partial information, often in the face of deliberate
deception, and with only a rough idea what the truth is. War and
politics are like that. They don’t make it easy for you.
When my beer was finished I put my glass on the bar, and said
good night. I didn’t want to overstay my welcome, such as it was.
But there was another reason to leave before closing time.
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I hid some distance away, under the little bridge which crossed
the river. On the other side was a junction in the road. If you turned
left it took you up to the Hadfield Estate, and if you went straight on
you would go into the village, where George lived with his mother
and father. Lady Hadfield didn’t have a keeper’s cottage. What
might have happened to it I didn’t know, but it’s possible there never
was one.
The space under the bridge was limited. I’d never been under
there before, but I was surprised at how easy it was to conceal
myself. This was because of the curious dimensions. The river itself
was small, so the bridge was short in length, and fairly low, but wide
enough to accommodate farm vehicles. This made it a perfect little
hideaway. Even during the day you would have to clamber down the
bank in order to see much more than a few feet underneath.
Moonlight can be the poacher’s friend, or his enemy, depending
on the circumstances. That night it was useful to me. When George
came out about half an hour later with Griper, they crossed the
bridge, and then said goodbye to one another at the junction as I’d
thought they might. Griper went up to the village, and George turned
left towards the Hadfield’s, to begin his night patrol. I let him get a
good start on me, and then came out of my hiding place. He was still
visible as a shadowy figure in the distance. I walked quietly on the
grass by the side of the road, keeping close to the tree line, so that I
would be hard to spot if he turned round.
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He came to a small stile at the corner of the woods, and entered
the estate. I followed, but once in the woods it was difficult to make
much out. George however didn’t seem to be too bothered about
announcing his presence. It was easy to follow him by the noise he
made. Most keepers I’d come across would have been quiet. They
would stop and listen, and you would hardly know they were there,
unless they wanted to see you off rather than catch you. Early in the
night they might deliberately make a noise to deter anyone from
hanging around, later if they found evidence of a kill, they might try
to catch you with the game on you. Sometimes they would light a
little tobacco on the ground in different places, and let the smoke
hang in the air, deliberately letting the poacher know they were
about. Game preservation was as much about prevention as it was
about catching someone in the act.
George was obviously announcing his presence, without even
bothering to listen and find out if anyone was about. He marched
through the wood, and walked across a plank which bridged a
substantial dyke. On the other side was a bird hide, on the edge of
the wood, overlooking a small broad. He went inside, and within a
few minutes I could see a glowing light through the cracks in the
woodwork. I didn’t dare cross the dyke, although I would dearly
have loved to get my eye to one of the cracks and have a look inside.
Keeping my distance however ensured my safety. I found a good
place to wait, sitting on a fallen branch, with my back against a tree,
and my feet propped up on a mound of earth. Although I was well
hidden, I could still see the hide through the foliage, and it was
doubtful if he could leave without me knowing. The light continued
to glow, and I settled down for a long wait. Preparation is key to the
success of any endeavour, and in this instance all it required was
patience, and that was something I had plenty of.
In the dark of course I couldn’t see my watch, and although I had
my flashlight with me it didn’t seem like a good idea to use it. So I
can only guess that it was fifteen or twenty minutes later when I first
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heard the footsteps behind me. They were very faint, but
unmistakable. I was startled, and I wasn’t sure how to react. My
mind ran over the possibilities. Maybe George heard me following
him, left the hide quietly after lighting the lamp, doubled back, and
was now searching for me. Or maybe there was another poacher out
there. Or maybe George had back up.
Without much time to think, I had to decide what to do. In the
meantime, the footsteps got closer. It sounded like someone treading
carefully but not quietly, in that the steps were slow, but quite
distinct. I couldn’t work out what to make of it. But there was no
question they were coming my way. In the circumstances staying
absolutely still, and relying on the fact that I was fairly well hidden
seemed like the best policy. When people get caught, it’s mostly
because they move, and in doing so they make a noise and give
away their position.
It’s hard to do though. As the seconds ticked away the footsteps
got louder and louder. They say sound travels further at night, and
that was the way it seemed. What actually happens of course is that
your vision is stimulated less in the dark, and your hearing becomes
more acute. It’s a safety mechanism, but one inclined to induce
panic. My palms began to sweat. If it was George, and if he did find
me, there was probably going to be a fight. I wondered how far he
might go, or even whether he’d had a shotgun hidden in the bird
hide. I wondered how far I might go.
Eventually the footsteps were directly behind me, only a matter of
a few feet away, and still getting closer. By this time I did not even
dare to turn my head for fear of making the sound which might bring
retribution. I listened intently for any change in the rhythm of the
steps, guessing that on seeing me, and before striking a blow, the
footsteps would probably hesitate or stop. That was the moment I
planned to look round, and simultaneously roll to my left away from
the path. I held my breath as I prepared to throw myself to the floor.
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The footsteps were virtually on top of me, literally within
touching distance. A human form almost brushed the tree my body
was leaning against, a sweet smell just reaching my nostrils, as the
shadow passed in front of me. It wasn’t George. He wouldn’t have
had such difficulty keeping to the path. The figure receded,
uncertainly making its way towards the plank which crossed the
dyke, picking out each step, carefully treading on clear areas of
ground, avoiding branches and tree roots.
A shadow passed in front of the bird hide. I couldn’t make out
what was happening. Although the moon was up, and the sky was
clear, not much light was reaching the woodland floor. The foliage
obscured my vision, and I moved slightly to get a better view.
Almost at that moment the sound of boots on wood echoed out from
the floor of the hide. A nervous woman called out in a half whisper.
“Is that you George?”
“Who else would it be?”
I didn’t immediately recognise the voice, but I was sure of one
thing. It wasn’t Louisa.
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Up in the bedroom, looking through my father’s documents, I
found a handwritten tenancy agreement, birth certificates for both
my parents, a marriage certificate, a death certificate for my mother,
wartime identity cards, and ration books. These were the things you
might have found in any house in the country.
Really I was looking for something unusual. But I didn’t know
what. In other drawers I found letters my father had sent to my
mother when they were courting. These I put to one side. Whether I
should read them or not I didn’t know. My mother’s jewellery had
been kept, wrapped in tissue paper, and then placed in a small
wooden cigarette box.
I came across a large sealed envelope. It was addressed to
Allwright and Hobbs, South Quay, Great Yarmouth. The envelope
bulged slightly. Whatever was contained within wasn’t flat.
Up to that point I didn’t know my father had a solicitor. Most
people in Norfolk didn’t. You hired one if you needed one, and you
hoped you never needed one. House purchase and death were the
only times most people had to stump up. My father always said it
cost five pounds for a solicitor to open his mouth, and God knows
how much for him to shut it.
Nevertheless I made the journey to South Quay, and was shown
into the slightly shabby office of Mr Arnold Hobbs. He came over to
shake my hand, and directed me towards a leather upholstered chair
facing his desk.
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Hobbs was not shabby himself. His suit was neat, clean, and well
cut. But his beard was trimmed in a slightly eccentric manner. His
chin was pointed, and the bristles beneath were also trimmed to a
sharp point. Rather than using the beard to disguise his worst feature,
he had used it to reinforce the effect.
“How can I help you Mr Grimble?”
“My father was killed last week...”
“My dear chap, I’m so sorry to hear that. What can we do to help
you?”
“Actually he was murdered.”
He looked shocked.
“Did I read about this in the papers?”
“Probably.”
“Someone shot him?”
“Yes.”
“And you’ve been questioned by the police?”
“I have. But not as a suspect. And that’s not why I’m here.”
“Ah.”
“When I was going through my father’s effects I came across
this.”
I handed him the envelope. He examined it carefully.
“And was your father a client of ours?”
“I have no idea.”
He ripped open the envelope with relish, and emptied the contents
onto his desk. Out came a few smaller envelopes, and a large
document which he carefully examined through a pair of half
glasses.
“Last will and testament.”
He turned over the cover sheet, and began to read the details.
“And you of course are Ray Grimble.”
“I am.”
“This isn’t a will drawn up by a solicitor Mr Grimble. It’s a pro
forma document.”
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“Meaning?”
He thought for a moment.
“I think the translation would be ‘as a matter of form’ but it’s used
to describe something which is provided as a courtesy, and satisfies
the minimum requirements. This sort of document was distributed by
insurance companies and banks before the war, for the use of their
clients.”
“Is it valid?”
“There’s generally nothing wrong with them, but people often
don’t know how to word the bequest to make it legally watertight.”
He read a little more.
“This one seems to be in order though.”
“What does it say?”
“You are the sole beneficiary Mr Grimble, and you are also
appointed executor. Would you like us to act for you in this matter?”
“Would that be expensive?”
“No more so than any other solicitor I assure you.”
“And what would that involve?”
“Depends entirely on the value of the estate, and the nature of the
inheritance. But it might require an application for probate, transfer
of title deeds into other names, and the valuation of any property or
goods.”
“My father doesn’t own any property.”
“That should simplify things considerably.”
“How much would it cost?”
“I wish I could give you an estimate Mr Grimble, but without a
good read of the will, and your father’s other documents, it’s hard to
be certain.”
“Do I need a solicitor?”
“Technically no. But most people find the paperwork involved
rather difficult.”
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I took a moment to think about it. Clerking had never been my
strong point, and I didn’t fancy having to write letters and fill in
forms.
“You’ve got the job on one condition.”
“And what would that be?”
“The first thing you do is prepare an estimate of the costs.”
He smiled.
“I think we can accommodate you there.”
He looked down at the other envelopes on the desk.
“Now, what else have we got?”
He turned them over, and briefly examined them.
“One for us.”
He picked up the other two and handed them to me.
“And two for you, to peruse at your leisure.”
Both envelopes were addressed to me. I recognised the
handwriting straightaway. One was written by my father, and one by
my mother.
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I had no wish to read letters from my parents. Particularly as it
was no longer possible to reply. The envelopes sat on the
mantelpiece all through my tea. I listened to the news on the radio,
and had a quick look through the paper. But eventually it had to be
done.
First I opened my mother’s letter. It was written on Christmas Eve
1940. Six months or so after I’d gone away.
Dear Ray,
I find myself wondering if I will ever see you again. And I
fear something happening to me, before I have a chance to say
these things to you.
Before you went away I want you to know you were a light
in our lives. When you came home from school, or came in from
work, that was the best part of the day. It was the thing I looked
forward to. You were always more clever than your father and
me. Where you got that from I don’t know. You always had an
answer for everything, and you made us laugh.
I regret what was said Ray. I wish you were still here with us,
although I don’t suppose you would have been anyway as you’d
have had to go into the forces. But I wish we hadn’t parted on
bad terms.
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Your father and I understand why you took the line you did.
But we still don’t think it was the right thing to do. I suppose
that’s where we’ll just have to disagree.
But I am sorry about what was said, and I expect you’re
sorry too. If you had asked our forgiveness, it would have been
freely given. In fact it is given, asked or not.
I loved you more than I ever loved anyone Ray, even your
father. And this sadness just will not go away. I hate this war.
I hope you find love Ray, and have children, and know what
it is to love a child. It’s better than anything. You can’t know
till you feel it. And it’s worth any pain.
I still love you Ray, even if you don’t love us.
Mum.
My father’s letter was written a few months after my mother died
in 1943.
Dear Ray,
I don’t know when you’ll get to read this, but it
won’t be until after I’ve gone. I don’t know if we’ll
have met again, and sorted things out by then. And I
don’t know if the truth about me will have come out.
If we haven’t talked, then there’s a bit I want to say.
There were things I didn’t want your mother to
know about. And she didn’t. Things I didn’t think she
should have to worry about. If it all comes out,
you’ll know why.
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I made one big mistake Ray. The only big one as far
as I know. Some things seem like they are a matter of
life and death, even when they aren’t. When you look
back you can see other ways to deal with things, but
at the time it doesn’t seem so easy. Don’t judge me too
harshly.
As you know I’m no believer. What your mother
didn’t know about in this life, she won’t ever know.
Our secrets are safe from the dead.
Despite our differences you were a good son to me.
I enjoyed our nights out before the war. We got one
over on the Hadfields more than once.
I don’t know what makes them think they can own
the land. We’re all just creatures living here on earth.
How can they claim the soil belongs to them? What
gives them the right? It’s something should be shared
out properly.
I wish it had turned out different. And I’m sorry
we had those arguments. I think things were said we
didn’t mean. But between men it don’t much matter. If
you turned up tomorrow Ray I’d be proud to shake
your hand.
Killing isn’t what you think Ray, for you or them.
The dead don’t worry about how they died. They don’t
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mourn the life they never had. Only the living worry
about death. If you do eventually join up Ray, and you
happen to kill someone, the only person who will
suffer is you.
Your mother was only ill a few hours before she
died. But in that time she nagged at me to make a will,
which I never had done up to then. So when she was
gone I wrote one out. It’s in the big envelope. She
wanted to make certain you got the few things we have.
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I had a visit a couple of days later. The knock on the door was
heavy, and I wondered if my pals were back to have a word. Once
again I moved my father’s lead pipe to a position where I could
reach it easily if need be.
When I opened up I realised physical self defence wasn’t
necessary.
“Mr Grimble. Mind if we come in?”
I stood to one side. Greavey and Stenhouse bowed their heads to
get through the small cottage door.
There were only two chairs in the kitchen. I sat on one side of the
table and Greavey sat on the other. Stenhouse remained standing.
“Well, Inspector Greavey. How can I help?”
“I’ve been out on the Minn’s place this morning, so I thought I’d
drop by on my way back to Yarmouth.”
“Any progress?”
“Very little. We’ve called in a forensic scientist from Scotland
Yard. He’s examining the area where your father was found.”
“Looking for what?”
“Anything we might have missed. You’d be amazed what they
can do nowadays. They can find fibres, and tell you where they came
from, and match them to someone’s jacket or trousers. Same with
hair, paint, footprints, tyre tracks, anything really.”
“How much does that help?”
He paused.
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“That’s what I’ve come to see you about. Any evidence we gather
isn’t much good without a suspect. It can rule someone in or out, but
we have to know where to look.”
I shook my head.
“I wish I could help you.”
He leaned back in his chair.
“How long are you staying sir?”
“At least until my father is buried. After that I don’t know.”
“I want to ask you to do something for me.”
I nodded.
“While you’re here I’m sure you will talk to a lot of people who
knew your father. Don’t be afraid to ask questions. If something
doesn’t seem right, if the answers don’t add up, or if you suspect
information is being withheld I want you to tell me.”
“I can do that.”
“Good. Because I’ve dealt with all types of crime, and in my
experience someone other than the perpetrator usually knows what
happened.”
“Everyone is a suspect?”
“Not really. But if you’ve been in this job long enough, you learn
not to take things at face value. The person who walks in with a
piece of evidence might be the person who did it.”
“I would say that was just keeping an open mind.”
He smiled.
“Have you had any further thoughts about why this might have
happened?”
I got up, took my father’s letter off the mantelpiece, and handed it
to Greavey.
“My father left this, along with his will.”
Greavey opened the envelope, took out the letter, and read it
slowly. When he was finished he folded the letter, put it back in the
envelope, and handed it back to me.
“Do you know what this was about?”
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“Not a clue.”
“Pity he wasn’t more specific.”
“I know.”
Greavey got up to go.
“Don’t worry about it Mr Grimble. Everyone has secrets. Might
be relevant, or more likely it might not. But in any case I’ll keep it in
mind.”
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I hadn’t yet got my equipment for poaching, but I put some
homemade snares out, and bagged a couple of rabbits on the land at
the back of the cottage.
Billy Tungate used to do his cutting up first thing in the morning,
so I walked over there in the dark, before anyone was up. It was just
getting light as I rolled up at the back door of Billy’s shop. There
was a light on in the out building, so I went across and gave the
secret knock from before the war. I didn’t know if he still used it, but
I didn’t want him to worry about who was there if he was butchering
something off the ration.
The door opened.
“Jesus Christ Ray. That brings back memories.”
He laughed.
“I bet you haven’t heard that knock in a while Billy?”
“Not since Tommy Hudson went in the RAF.”
“You were still doing business with him?”
“I was. He was too young for the forces to begin with, so he kept
me supplied almost all through the war.”
Billy was silent for a moment.
“You know what happened to Tommy?”
“No.”
“Tommy was called up a few weeks before VE day. When the war
ended his parents were so pleased. They thought he’d got away with
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it. Six weeks after VJ day Tommy was on a training flight. The
engine cut out on his Avro Anson.”
I shook my head. To me it was senseless.
Billy moved some chops onto trays, and made space on the table.
I took the rabbits out from under my greatcoat. They were stowed
in a poacher’s pocket my mother had sewn into the lining before the
war. Billy looked at them.
“Two good ’uns.”
“They got fat on something all right.”
“Sure they aren’t some kid’s pet rabbits?”
I laughed.
“I’m not that mean Billy.”
He took them off me, plonked them on the table, and wiped his
hands on his apron.
“I’m done here. Fancy a cuppa’.”
“Wouldn’t say no.”
He locked up the outhouse and we went into the back of the shop,
where he had a little room for doing the accounts, complete with
paraffin stove, kettle, tea pot, cups and saucers.
Once we were sitting down enjoying a brew I got onto the real
reason for my visit.
“I want to talk to you about my father Billy. You must have been
knocking around at the same time as him.”
“I knew him all right, but he was a few years older than me.”
“How much?”
“Five years. But when you’re young that’s almost a different
generation.”
“Did he ever get himself into any trouble?”
“Apart from that run in with the magistrates?”
“I don’t mean police type trouble, I mean personal.”
“Not that I know of. There were a few girls he used to hang
around with, then he met your mother, and that was that.”
“Anyone he didn’t get on with?”
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“The Hadfields of course.”
“Tell me how that started.”
“Old man Hadfield died when I was in primary school. I
remember we all had to go to the funeral. Big affair up at the church.
Lady Hadfield took the estate over, and she used to kid people on
she ran it, but I think it was the sons.”
“And he didn’t get on with them.”
“Given your father’s political views, and his inclination to do
something about it, they weren’t likely to see eye to eye.”
“How old would the Hadfield sons have been?”
“Older than him. Don’t know by how much.”
“Approximately.”
“Ten years maybe.”
“And they would know what he was up to?”
“Everyone knew what he was up to. The problem was catching
him.”
He laughed.
“Your father was a very patient man. He would wait them out.
And he would go out when they didn’t want to. Three in the
morning, bad weather, Christmas Day. Didn’t bother him. He would
watch and wait. Look at what they did, find the holes in it, and do
something about it. He loved getting one over on them. Getting back
what he said was rightfully his.”
“I know. I had that lecture a few times I can tell you. And of
course when I was old enough he took me out with him.”
“So you must know about the Hadfield sons.”
“Not really. One was killed in the first war, so that was before I
was born, and the other disappeared when I was about seven. After
that it was just old Lady Hadfield, and a couple of gamekeepers.”
“Strange how he just upped and left. Mark Hadfield I mean.”
“My father said he wasn’t cut out for married life, and preferred
London.”
“Would you walk away from an estate like that?”
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“Maybe he hasn’t. Might come out of the woodwork when the old
girl dies.”
“Maybe.”
“But I think we’re getting off the point Billy. What I was
interested in was if my dad had anyone who really didn’t like him.”
“Not that I’m aware of.”
“No one?”
“Your mother’s family wasn’t that enamoured of him, but that’s
often the way. Someone comes to get your little girl, sometimes
people put up a fight.”
“I think I heard those stories. Her father and brother were going to
see him off, but he wasn’t having any of it.”
“No, they’d have had a job with your father. He didn’t scare
easy.”
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I’d got something on George, but I couldn’t use it. If I was going
to tell Louisa about the other woman I wanted to know who she was.
But I couldn’t think of a way to find out. Tracking her or George
from their midnight tryst was too dangerous. George had several
shotguns, and one of them might well be left in the hide before he
went to the pub.
Disruption seemed like the best course of action. Letting George
know someone was onto him might break his routine, or annoy him
sufficiently that he would give himself away. With that in mind I
decided on an old gamekeeper’s trick. Turning the tables is always
particularly satisfying.
Armed only with my father’s tenon saw I made my way onto the
Hadfield land while there was still enough light for me to see what I
was doing. The woodland was quiet. I stopped to listen a few times,
but there was no indication anyone was about. You don’t get many
poachers out in daylight, because it’s very hard to get away with the
game. You might set a few snares, but that would be about it.
I made sure I had nothing on me which could possibly be
construed as going equipped. And the tenon saw might puzzle a
policeman, but no one could think it would be useful to a poacher.
When I came up to the bird hide I examined the plank over the
dyke. It had been there a few years by the look of it, and vegetation
had taken hold at both ends. One end looked less overgrown than the
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other. So I carefully brushed the leaves to one side, and pulled back
the turf, until I could get a good grip on the end of the plank.
Slowly I lifted it, and worked it a little from side to side, until the
far end was loose enough to slide out. I turned it bottom side up, and
took it a little way into the trees, where I found some roots to brace it
against. Then I got to work with my tenon saw and began to cut a slit
in it about halfway along.
It was hard to know how deep to make the cut. After I’d finished I
wanted it to be sufficiently robust to be worked back into place, but
not strong enough to take a person’s weight. In the end I cut it about
three quarters of the way through. Then I dirtied up the sides of the
cut with earth and bark, so no clean wood could be seen.
I carefully slipped the far end of the timber back into the bank on
the far side, and then lay my end down into its original position. The
turf fitted back nicely on top, and I swept the leaves over it in a
haphazard way. Then I stood back to have a look.
Even in daylight you would have had to look very carefully to see
any change from how it had been before. By moonlight it would
arouse no suspicion at all.
The trick, if it worked, would be particularly sweet in George’s
case, and would cause great amusement in the village if word got
round. To be a poacher turned gamekeeper, and then to be caught out
by a poacher, using a gamekeeper’s trick would embarrass him
greatly, and I knew the irony would not be lost on the locals, with
their very dry, slightly cruel, Norfolk sense of humour.
Once the trap was set I just had to wait. Perhaps a few hours, or
maybe a few days.
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I went to see Harry, one of three uncles on my mother’s side. You
couldn’t say I was his favourite nephew, but none of the resentment
the family had towards my father ever extended to me.
He lived with his wife in a tiny bungalow out on the coast,
between Waxham and Sea Palling. It had been built in the thirties,
after the floods. My father always said he would never live up there,
because you could never tell when it would happen again. He didn’t
believe the sea defences were up to the job. And although he never
knew it, in 1953 he was proved right.
Like many of the men in the family, Harry was an agricultural
labourer. He worked hard, for little money. Before the war he earned
twenty-nine shillings a week. His wife worked as a housekeeper for
Lady Hadfield, but didn’t live in. They’d saved her money over
thirty years, and eventually been able to afford the bungalow just
before the war.
A strong wiry man in his late fifties Harry was a good bit smaller
than me, but you would be a fool to take him on, no matter how big
you were. He had a vice like grip, from years of ploughing. I
remembered from my youth that if he caught hold of you, there was
no escape.
I called on Saturday afternoon. He wasn’t interested in football,
so I thought I was likely to catch him in the garden. To me it seemed
madness. He worked all week on the land, and then spent his spare
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time growing vegetables. But that was the way it was, particularly
with rationing still in force.
There was no answer at the front door, so I wandered round the
back. He was leaning on his fork.
“Uncle Harry. How are you?”
“All right boy. How about yourself?”
“Not good.”
He nodded.
“I was sorry to hear about your father. I didn’t like the man, but I
didn’t want to see him dead.”
“I know.”
“When’s the funeral?”
“The coroner hasn’t released his body. Could be a couple of
weeks, but to be honest I really don’t know.”
“Any idea who did it?”
“None.”
“You back for good?”
“Don’t know.”
“Hostile reception?”
“You could say that.”
He leaned the fork up against the shed, and brushed the dirt from
his hands.
“Let’s get something to drink.”
We went in through the back door. I thought he was going to
make a cup of tea, but he opened the cupboard door, and took out
two bottles of pale ale.
“Watney’s do you?”
“Thanks.”
He nipped the tops off, and handed me a bottle and a glass. We sat
down at the kitchen table.
“Aunt Gladys not here?”
“She’s at Amy’s.”
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I supposed that meant we were in the clear for drinking beer in
the afternoon. I poured the beer, and took a sip from my glass. Harry
did the same.
“I wanted to ask you something.”
“Let me guess. You want to know who would shoot your father.”
“If you know who would be likely to do that I won’t have to
bother with the actual question.”
“Which is what?”
“Did anyone have a problem with him?”
“On our side of the family it would be easier to name the people
who didn’t have a problem with him.”
“I would have thought they might have accepted him by the time
my parents got to their silver wedding anniversary.”
“This is Norfolk boy.”
“What I don’t understand is, my mother was probably going to
get married and leave home anyway. So why did everyone pick on
my father. It wasn’t all his doing. She wanted to get married as much
as he did from what I could gather.”
“We all wanted to see her married, and content, and with children.
But we didn’t think he’d make her happy.”
“You were wrong though. Once that was clear you could’ve let
up.”
He shook his head. Thought about what to say next.
“Easier said than done. Your father didn’t take kindly to some of
what was said. And he wasn’t a man to take it lying down. So things
got worse than they might have in the early days, and after the
wedding he didn’t calm down none.”
“You’re saying it was my father’s fault?”
“He didn’t start it, but once it was started he wouldn’t let it go.
And once everyone had dug their heels in, they wasn’t going to back
down.”
“What did they have against him in the first place?”
He stopped talking again. Took another sip of his beer.
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“You understand I wouldn’t be saying this if your mother was still
alive.”
“Anything you say stays with me.”
“We didn’t think your father would be content with just one
woman. And we didn’t think your mother was going to be able to
keep him in line.”
“What made you think that?”
“He had a history. That was his problem. Your mother’s problem
was different. There’s two ways a woman can keep a man in line.
She makes sure he gets more than he wants, or she’s tough enough to
make him think twice about the consequences if he doesn’t keep it in
his trousers when he’s out of the house. And your mother wasn’t
equipped to do either of those things.”
All evidence to the contrary aside, I was sure my parents had
never had sexual intercourse. I didn’t believe in the stork stories, but
I was pretty certain I’d been found under a gooseberry bush. Even
thinking about whether my mother could satisfy my father sexually
made me feel queasy, but I had to ask.
“What makes you think my mother wouldn’t be enough for my
father?”
“Your mother wasn’t very sophisticated.”
“Never heard that said about anyone in Norfolk before.”
He laughed.
“She wasn’t a strong personality, so we thought he might take
advantage of that. And I’m pretty sure when she got married she had
no idea what really went on between a man and a woman in private.”
“She grew up in the countryside. She’ll have seen the bull and the
cows...”
“I’m not saying she didn’t know where babies come from. But
what wasn’t understood by a lot of women in those days was that it
was a pleasurable thing, which you might do more often than you
needed to just to have children. Most women still don’t understand
how strong desire is in a man, particularly a young man.”
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“They can’t be married long before they find out. And most of
them like it I should think.”
“You might have a different opinion nowadays, but I’m telling
you what we thought at the time.”
“So no one liked my father. Did anyone not like him enough to do
something about it?”
“Doing something about it would have hurt your mother worse
than not doing something about it.”
“And after my mother died?”
“I don’t think anyone held a grudge against him that long. And
after your mother died, what would be the point?”
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The rumour circulating in the village was that Louisa had fallen in
the dyke. She came home soaked from the waist down, and said
she’d lost her footing while walking back from Jenny’s house in the
dark.
I thought I knew better. But I didn’t say anything. Things don’t
always go according to plan.
What it told me was that if George was seeing two women he was
seeing them both in the same place. Presumably on different nights,
unless he was a better man the me, which I doubted. Disrupting
either assignation was good enough for me. But I was particularly
happy to throw a spanner in the works as far as his relationship with
Louisa was concerned.
Jenny, who owned my father’s cottage, ran the post office from
her little grocery shop. For enough supplies to last a week you had to
go to West Aldham, but Jenny had a few essentials to tide you over if
there was something you’d forgotten.
I was in there late one afternoon, buying some ham and cheese.
The door opened, and in came Louisa. She gave me a look which
was not friendly.
“Ray Grimble, I want a word with you.”
“No one’s stopping you.”
“Outside.”
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I bought my groceries, and waited down the side of the building,
where Louisa had leaned her bike up against the wall. After a few
moments she came out, cob in hand, and with a cob on.
She pointed the bread at me.
“You may think I don’t know what you did Ray Grimble, but I
do.”
I feigned a puzzled expression.
“You always were a sly one, but I never thought you’d do
something like that.”
“What did I do Louisa?”
“George examined that plank after it broke, and he said it had
been cut almost all the way through. And my mind went back to
when you went in the dyke before the war. You said the Hadfield
gamekeeper cut the planks once in a while to give you a soaking.”
“I was told you slipped and fell on the way back from Jenny’s.”
“Come off it Ray. What else would I tell my parents? You know
Jenny covers for me. She used to do it when I was seeing you,
remember?”
“Cutting a plank Louisa is an old gamekeeper’s trick. Why would
I cut a plank? I’d ask you boyfriend about it. I should think he was
trying to catch someone out.”
“He wasn’t trying to catch me out. The only person would want to
do that is you.”
“Where was this Louisa?”
“You know damn well where it was. Somehow you found out
where we meet in private.”
“You meet in private Louisa?”
“We do.”
“Why would you need to do that? You’re engaged to be married.”
“You may remember I used to meet you in private. And we
weren’t engaged to be married.”
“I do remember. And I’m sorry it didn’t continue.”
“It wasn’t me that went away.”
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“Come on Louisa, I would have had to go in the forces anyway.
And it was you that told me not to write. I didn’t break it off.”
“You made the decision that led to it.”
“I wasn’t going to kill people because you thought it was a good
idea. Just because I wanted to be with you didn’t mean it was OK for
you to decide what I did. You don’t suddenly have that power over
someone just because you’re going out with them.”
“I can choose who I go out with on the basis of what they do or
don’t do.”
“But if you wanted me, what you were going to get was someone
who wouldn’t kill.”
“But that’s the point Ray. I didn’t want that.”
“I don’t believe you. You wanted me all right. But you didn’t
want to be the girl who went out with a conshie. You didn’t want to
have to stick up for me in church, or in The Wherry, or in school, or
with your parents. So you made out to everyone that I was weak
willed, and you broke it off. Whereas actually it was the opposite
way round Louisa. You were weak, and I was strong.”
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She wasn’t happy. And neither was I. And neither was George. In
fact I hadn’t been home long when there was that banging on the
door again.
This time I decided to have the lead pipe in my hand. Deterrence
is not a bad policy. I pulled the latch up, and swung the door open.
George didn’t lunge at me. In fact he was standing well back, but
obviously seething with anger.
“You upset Louisa.”
“Probably not as much as I upset you by the look of it.”
He gave me a hard stare.
“Don’t make the mistake of thinking you can needle me Ray.”
“Oh come on. There’s not much fun to be had around here at the
moment. Don’t take away the little enjoyment I get out of life.”
He walked round in a circle. Turned a full three hundred and sixty
degrees. This was meant to demonstrate to me just how angry he
was, and also let me know he was having difficulty keeping himself
in check. I was being warned that any further provocation might
result in him losing control.
I thought it was something I was willing to risk.
“It was me that cut the plank George. But it wasn’t Louisa I
wanted to see fall in the dyke.”
“It was me I suppose.”
“You or that other woman you’ve been entertaining in the bird
hide.”
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He stopped moving.
“You suffer from the same condition my father did George. An
inability to keep your mind on the job in hand.”
When he started moving again it was slow and deliberate. He
came up to the door, and spoke in a low voice.
“You mention that to anyone Ray, and the accident you have will
put you out of the game permanently.”
“What game would that be George? Poaching or courting?”
He pointed at me.
“Stay away from Louisa.”
“I’m on your case George. And I think I’m better at this than you
are. So no matter where you go, in the end I’ll find you. And when
I’ve got proof, I’ll tell Louisa.”
“Same thing might happen to you as happened to your father.”
“I’m out and about George, and you’ve got a good shotgun
collection from what I hear. All you’ve got to do is find me. If you
can unload a couple of cartridges into me without anyone seeing,
then good luck to you. Make a mistake though and the last you’ll see
of Louisa will be on the day before they put a rope around your
neck.”
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By early November I’d acquired the tools I needed for the job,
and a good deal more besides. My trip to Billy’s acquaintance in
Cromer resulted in the purchase of wire, and nets, and some tools.
I managed to get silk nets. They were expensive, but well worth
the money. In general poachers used string netting, which was cheap
but bulky. Silk netting however was robust, easy to conceal, and
pretty much perfect, apart from the cost.
To keep other costs down I didn’t bother with a gun, and a good
dog proved hard to come by, so I didn’t have that either, but I did
find a decent second hand bike at Acle sale.
The first night I got a good haul on a bank at the far end of the
Hadfield estate. Clearly no one had netted that bank for a while. By
the time I finished it was gone four in the morning, because I’d
waited until I was sure George was tucked up in bed. He didn’t mind
being out late, but he didn’t like getting up early, and there was no
way he would get out of bed in the middle of the night.
There were too many to get to Billy in one consignment. So I
cycled over to West Aldham with half the load. The rabbits were
hanging from the handlebars, and the cross bar. I wasn’t showing
any lights, despite the fact there wasn’t much of a moon. But I knew
the road well. And I was keeping a good ear out for anything
unusual, so I could dive into the hedge if necessary. There was no
way I wanted to meet the village copper, or worse still a police car.
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I left the first batch behind Billy’s outbuilding, in an old wooden
trunk he left there for that purpose, and then went back for the
remaining couples. By the time I got home I’d been out six hours,
and cycled about eight miles.
After a few hours sleep, and some breakfast, I was on my bike
again. I wanted to pick up my cash, and buy some groceries. The
hand to mouth existence didn’t worry me. In fact I quite liked it.
There was a simplicity about it which was satisfying.
Billy paid me off in the back room while the shop was closed for
lunch. He even provided ham sandwiches, which was generous
considering ham was still hard to come by.
“Heard the latest news boy?”
“What’s Attlee done now?”
Billy, being in business, wasn’t a Labour man.
“I don’t mean off the BBC, I mean local.”
“No, haven’t heard anything. I’ve been asleep all morning.”
“The police are digging up the corner of south dyke field, out on
the Minns’ place.”
“Where my father was shot?”
“Nearby.”
“What are they doing that for?”
“No idea. They aren’t saying nothing, even to old man Minns.”
“Think it’s connected?”
“I’d imagine so. They didn’t say nothing to you about it then?”
“They’ve said bugger all to me since it happened.”
I was thoughtful for a moment. But you can’t make sense of
something when you don’t have any information. Billy continued to
eat his ham sandwich.
“Do you think I should ask what’s going on?”
“If they don’t want to tell you they won’t.”
“I’d have thought I had a right to know. At least if it’s connected
to my father.”
“It’s possible your opinion and theirs might differ.”
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In the end I had to have the conversation I’d been avoiding. The
post office was at the end of the street. I went in a few minutes
before closing. Jenny was checking the till. She looked up as I came
in.
“What can I get you Ray?”
“I think we need to talk about the house.”
She paused for a moment, put a small bundle of ten shilling notes
to one side, and ticked something off in her ledger.
“Better go through to the back Ray, and I’ll be with you in a
minute.”
The door behind the grocery counter led through into the hall. On
the left hand side was the sitting room. I’d been there many times.
Jenny was Louisa’s best friend, and we had spent quite a lot of time
in there with Jenny before the war.
I sat down in the familiar brown leather armchair beside the fire,
where I always used to sit. Not much seemed to have changed. There
was a new radio, and the table cloth was lighter in colour than I
remembered. But essentially it reminded me of a time I could never
get back to.
Jenny was a few years older than Louisa. She had inherited
money from her grandparents, with which she bought the shop, and a
couple of tenanted properties, one of which had been rented to my
father.
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At the front I could hear the shop door being locked, and then
footsteps in the hall. The door opened and she came in. Tall, with an
angular face, and as always well dressed. There was a little pause as
she looked at me, sitting in that familiar place. She sat at the table,
and turned towards me.
“So, Ray, it’s about the house is it?”
“That’s one of the things.”
“What are your plans?”
“I don’t have any.”
“Not thinking of staying round here are you?”
“I don’t know what to do. But I need to be here for a while.”
“Any news about the funeral?”
“None. As soon as the coroner has finished with my father’s body,
the vicar can get on with it. The post-mortem must be over and done
with by now, so I shouldn’t think it will be much longer.”
She nodded.
“When’s my father paid up to?”
“A few days before he died he gave me the rent until the end of
the last week in November.”
“Did he always pay that far ahead?”
“He often paid a good bit up front. I never had to remind him
when it was due.”
“So I’m OK until then?”
“I suppose so.”
“And after that?”
“I’d like you out.”
“What if I could pay?”
“I’d still like you out.”
“Because I’m a conshie?”
“Because you hurt Louisa.”
“So it’s personal.”
“Very personal. I was the one who spent time with her after you’d
gone. When you didn’t write, and you didn’t visit.”
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“I’d been told not to.”
“Sometimes people say things in the heat of the moment which
they don’t mean.”
“She still wanted me?”
“I think she wanted you to make an effort.”
I thought about it.
“Can’t see how that would have worked out Jenny. We were both
pretty angry by the time I left. And there’s always the possibility she
wanted me to make an effort so she could reject it. People generally
feel a lot happier if they’re the ones doing the rejecting.”
“Well you won’t know now.”
“I suppose I won’t. Not now George has transformed himself into
husband material.”
She shook her head.
“So we agree on that at least.”
She didn’t say anything.
“Let me tell you what I’d like. Let’s say the funeral doesn’t
happen for a couple of weeks. After that I need some time to go
through my father’s possessions, clear the place out, and move the
things I want to keep somewhere else. To be honest I don’t want to
be doing that over Christmas. Is there any chance I could rent the
place from you until the end of January?”
“Can you afford it?”
“I can.”
“In advance?”
“I can manage a week at a time in advance. I’m not as flush as my
father.”
She seemed undecided.
“And it would give you time to find a new tenant. Might not be as
easy over Christmas as it would be in the new year.”
“There’s a housing shortage Ray. I don’t think finding a tenant is
going to be a problem.”
“It would help me a great deal Jenny.”
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Eventually she came to a decision.
“Until the end of January then. But if you don’t pay me on time I
guarantee you’ll be out with a week’s notice.”
“Don’t worry about the money. You’ll have it every Friday,
regular as clockwork.”
She began to get up.
“I’ve got a question for you Jenny.”
“What’s that?”
“Did my father have any women friends after my mother died?”
She sat down again.
“What makes you ask that?”
“Just wondered. I don’t think he was the kind of man who could
live without female company.”
“And what makes you think I would know?”
“I don’t know. You own the house he rented. You live just down
the street.”
“I don’t have eyes in the back of my head.”
I sat and thought about it.
“You know something though, or you wouldn’t be so reticent.”
“I don’t have a name.”
“What do you have?”
“From about a year ago he was always out on a Tuesday night.”
“He might have been poaching.”
“There was nothing regular about his poaching habits, and he
certainly never went out to catch rabbits at seven in the evening.”
“The Wherry?”
“After you left he didn’t go in The Wherry.”
“Why?”
“Why do you think? George and the others wouldn’t let it rest. He
didn’t want to hear them running you down. Not much fun having a
pint if you get into an argument every time.”
“He wasn’t on my side of the argument.”
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“Not with you maybe. But he wouldn’t let that lot get onto
anyone in his family without he had something to say about it.”
She was right of course. I couldn’t see my father taking any
criticism, even indirect criticism, from anyone.
“But you’re sure he was seeing someone.”
“I should think so.”
“And you’ve no idea who?”
“No.”
“Not even a suspicion?”
She didn’t answer.
“Jenny. It might be important.”
“Why?”
“Someone must have had a reason to kill him.”
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There was a knocking on the door again. But this time I
recognised the voices I could hear outside. No need for the lead pipe
I didn’t think.
I opened the door.
“Mr Grimble. May we disturb you?”
“Inspector Greavey, mind your head.”
Greavey and Stenhouse ducked down to get through the door.
There were still only two chairs in the kitchen. Once again
Stenhouse remained standing. Greavey and I sat on opposite sides of
the table.
“Any progress?”
“I have to tell you we’ve made an unpleasant discovery.”
“Is this as a result of the digging out on the Minns’ place?”
“It is.”
“And this has something to do with my father?”
“I don’t know. Our forensic scientist suggested we should dig up
the corner of south dyke field, near the bridleway.”
“And?”
“We’ve discovered a body. The pathologist says it’s probably
been there ten years, although that’s a very imprecise estimate.”
“Any idea who it is?”
“I believe it to be Jeremiah Cairns”
“The name doesn’t mean anything to me.”
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“He used to be a gamekeeper for Minns. But he disappeared
before the war.”
“And no one wondered what happened to him?”
“In 1937 Clarice Parker got herself pregnant. She said Cairns had
promised to marry her. But when her father went round to confront
him he wasn’t there. It was widely thought he’d cleared off to avoid
the responsibility.”
“And how does this relate to my father?”
“We don’t know.”
I took a moment or two to consider this.
“Do you have any memory of your father mentioning either
Cairns or Clarice Parker at around that time?”
“I would have been fifteen. I remember the boys in the village
talking about Clarice. But I don’t think my parents ever said
anything to me about it. The Parkers weren’t a family we knew.”
“And your father didn’t know Cairns?”
“He might have done. Or at least known about him. My father
knew quite a lot of the workers on the Minns and Hadfield estates.”
“But he didn’t mention him?”
“If he did mention him, I’ve no memory of it. But you’re asking
me what he might have said, about someone I didn’t know, over ten
years ago.”
Greavey leaned back in his chair. He gave me a good long stare.
“How much do you want to help us catch whoever killed your
father?”
“What kind of question is that?”
“I need to know if we’re on the same side.”
“Of course we are.”
“And are you telling me everything I need to know?”
“You can ask me any question you like, and I’ll answer it.”
“Not the same thing Mr Grimble, as I think you know.”
“I’m not holding anything back.”
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Greavey got up off his seat and wandered up and down.
Stenhouse eyed the empty chair. Maybe walking helped Greavey to
think, or maybe it was just theatrics. He reached the fire, and looked
down into it. Then he spoke without looking at me.
“I keep thinking about the poaching. And you’ve told me sod all
about that. Now I don’t care if you made thousands and stashed it
away. I’m not interested. The only thing that interests me is the two
bodies I now have to deal with.”
He turned and looked me in the eye. I thought it was worth
chancing my arm.
“So, no matter what, I don’t get charged with any poaching
offence.”
“Mr Grimble, any proof of your poaching before the war has long
since been eaten, digested, excreted, and returned to nature. Even Sir
Bernard Spilsbury himself couldn’t extract one iota of useable
forensic evidence from all the chemical toilets in Norfolk.”
I smiled.
“And your father it seems to me would not be worried about
evidence of poaching being disclosed to the police after his death.”
He did have a point. My father’s views about death were absolute.
In fact he thought death was absolute. He had no doubt he wasn’t
going to be sitting up in heaven watching what was going on down
below.
I leaned back in my chair. Greavey returned from the fire, and sat
down at the table. He turned to Stenhouse.
“Fancy a walk Alan?”
Stenhouse smiled, flicked the latch on the door, and went outside.
Greavey turned back to me.
“Just you and me. Tell me what I need to know.”
I thought about it for a moment or two. There was no doubt he
was genuine. I could say what I liked. But it still went against the
grain. What swung it though was that I couldn’t any longer think of a
good reason not to do it.
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“We poached on the Hadfield estate. By the time I was doing it
there were a couple of gamekeepers employed by Lady Hadfield.
She was running it herself by then. One of the sons had been killed
in the first war before I was born, and the other was rumoured to
have preferred London. He disappeared when I was about seven.”
“So your father would have been poaching on their land when the
Hadfield sons were about?”
“I suppose so. Why?”
“Gamekeepers may take poaching seriously, but landowners take
it personally.”
“So you think this goes back to the early twenties?”
“I have no idea. All I’m interested in is knowing what was going
on.”
“In the early twenties I hadn’t even started school.”
“How about the Minns’ place? Ever work that?”
“Never bothered with it. Too open. Not saying it couldn’t be
done, but the Hadfield estate had good cover and easy pickings. That
was the place to be.”
“So what was your father doing at south dyke field out on the
Minns’ place?”
It was a good question, and one I’d thought about a lot. But I
didn’t have an answer.
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The following day I went down to look for myself. The police had
left the site, and there was no one about. It was ten in the morning, a
slight autumn mist in the air, good cloud cover, but bright.
There was a lot of disturbed earth in the corner of the field. The
body had been dug out, and then the hole filled in. No doubt they
retrieved all they could, but I was surprised it had been covered over
so quickly.
Further down the path I tried to work out where my father had
been standing when he’d been shot. There was nothing to mark the
spot. There were many footprints in the moist soil of the track, and a
considerable number in the field, but there came a point where they
ran out. Looking back towards the bridleway I could see a place on
the path where the undergrowth beneath the hedge had been
disturbed, right in the middle of a cluster of footprints. I walked
back, until I was standing where my father might have been when
his life ended.
Looking around I could see it was an odd place to kill someone.
There was no cover. The hedge was low, having already been cut
before the winter, and the flat plain stretched away from me down to
the coast. Above me on the landward side a small hill sloped up
toward the road between the Aldhams. Anyone out that night would
have had a clear view of what was happening.
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It wasn’t the place to choose for a premeditated killing. My
instinct was that it had to have been a spontaneous act. And yet my
father would have no reason to be there. I tried to think it through.
An arranged meeting seemed unlikely. If you intended to kill
someone you would pick somewhere with more cover. Or had my
father arranged the meeting, thinking it was so open it was probably
safe? Certainly if someone had wanted to ambush him, the Hadfield
land, where he regularly went, would have been a much better
proposition.
For a while I walked up and down the path, looking around, and
considering all the possibilities. As I glanced towards the farm I
could see a figure in the distance walking in my direction. Gradually
he got closer.
It wasn’t someone I recognised. His walk was slow. He wasn’t a
young man, although he had a determined look about him. Over one
shoulder he carried a side by side shotgun.
I tried again to think about why my father might have been in that
place. But my concentration was disturbed by the figure getting
nearer and nearer. And by the time he got to the far side of the field I
couldn’t take my eyes off him.
It became apparent he was not well dressed. He was wearing old
clothes, dirty shoes, and had a sack tied round his waist in the
manner of agricultural workers everywhere. The cap on his head had
seen better days.
When he turned at the corner of the field and began walking
down the path it became clear he was there for only one thing. He
was after me.
By the time he was fifty yards away it dawned on me who he was.
I hadn’t seen him for about ten years, but there was no doubt it was
old Minns himself.
He stopped a few feet away.
“What are you doing on my land?”
“The bit I’m on is a public footpath.”
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“A footpath is to enable you to get from one place to another.
You’ve been walking up and down beside my field for the best part
of half an hour.”
“And I’ll continue to do that for as long as I want.”
“You might, and you might not. What I’m asking is why?”
“Why I’m on a public footpath doesn’t have anything to do with
you.”
“It does if it’s on my land.”
“You’d better call the police then.”
“I don’t need the police boy.”
He slipped the shotgun off his shoulder, and put it under his arm.
Nothing overtly threatening about it, but definitely making a point.
“You’d better get on and shoot me then, because I’m not going
anywhere, and I’m not answering your questions.”
“We’ve had two bodies here in two weeks, I’m not seeking to add
another.”
“I know about the bodies. One of them was my father.”
He gave me a long look.
“Ray Grimble?”
I nodded.
“You’ve grown up a bit since I last laid eyes on you.”
“I have.”
He took the shotgun out from under his right arm, dropped the
stock to the ground, and held the barrels in his left hand. Then he
extended his right hand towards me. I took it, and we shook hands.
He smiled.
“You’re as argumentative as your father.”
Then he frowned slightly. Concerned about what he’d said. But I
came to his rescue.
“I am. Not hard to know where I got it from.”
He looked around.
“Hard to believe what happened here.”
“I know. Never would have thought it possible.”
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“Do you know what your father was doing out here?”
“No. I was about to ask you the same question.”
Minns shook his head.
“Never poached on my land as far as I know. I can’t imagine why
he would come out to this field.”
I pointed to the place where the vegetation was flattened under
the hedge.
“What were they looking for there do you think?”
“That’s where your father was found.”
“Someone dragged him into the hedge?”
“They think he crawled in there after he was shot.”
I looked again at the place. Looked at the grass, the ground ivy,
and the leaves and dirt which had been disturbed. In my mind’s eye I
could see my father lying there. Dying.
“The police seem to have told you more than they told me.”
“Well I was out here. Since they were digging up my land I was
curious to know what they were doing, and how long they would be
doing it.”
“Two bodies in the same place. One above ground, and one
below. Hard to think that’s a coincidence.”
“Greavey was of much the same opinion.”
“I know. He was asking me if my father was involved with
Cairns.”
Minns raised one eyebrow.
“Was he?”
“Not as far as I know.”
“Cairns was a good keeper. Been with me fifteen years when he
went missing. You might not trust him with your wife, but he was
reliable in every other way.”
“Any reason why someone wouldn’t like him?”
“Apart from his dogging around?”
“So it was more than just the Parker girl?”
“Rumour has it.”
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“Maybe someone took exception to that.”
“Quite a few people round here will need questioning if they
think that’s the motive.”

101

26

My father’s funeral was held on a sunny late autumn afternoon.
The notice had gone in the Yarmouth Mercury a week before, once
the coroner released his body.
After a conversation with the vicar I decided to hold the service at
the small church in East Aldham, with interment in the church yard
immediately following the service.
It wasn’t what he would have wanted. We had never discussed it,
but I’m sure my father would have wanted to be buried without a
coffin, somewhere on the Hadfield estate, and for the location to be
left unmarked. He believed in letting nature take its course.
What he didn’t believe in was God, heaven or hell, or any kind of
afterlife. But for some reason I wanted him buried next to my
mother, who did believe in those things, and had gone to church
every Sunday since she was a child.
With each hymn and prayer I felt an increasing sense of unease.
But if my father was right, and death was the end of everything, at
least it didn’t worry him.
Most of the village turned out for the funeral. The church was
full. Whatever they might have felt about me, it didn’t extend to my
father. Even Lady Hadfield and John Minns were there. Keepers,
labourers, poachers, and landowners, were all mixed in together.
The eulogy had been a problem for me. I didn’t feel I could do it
myself. Partly it was the result of how I was seen in the village, but
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since everyone knew I had fallen out with him, and there had been
no reconciliation, it would have looked hypocritical.
In the end I asked Billy to do it. He’d dealt with my father for a
long time, selling many of my father’s game birds and rabbits, so I
thought he might be in a good position to upset the nobs. As it turned
out he gave a warm, amusing eulogy, expressing a genuine affection
for my father, which seemed to be shared by the congregation.
The Mother’s Union, as a way of raising funds, used to provide
tea, coffee, sandwiches, and cake, in the church hall after funerals. I
decided this was better than using The Wherry. If people get a drink
in them, they tend to start arguments, and in my case I was well
aware there was plenty to argue about.
Even in the church hall I seemed to be the least popular person at
my own father’s funeral. The vicar however came to my rescue. He
stood beside me for much of the time. So anyone who wanted to see
him also had to speak to me. A couple of people were curious to
know if I intended to stay in the village. Once they departed the
vicar turned to me.
“It wouldn’t always be like this you know.”
“You think so?”
“Give it twenty or thirty years and all will be forgiven.”
I laughed.
“I didn’t know vicars were allowed to crack jokes at funerals.”
“Vicars are allowed to do pretty much anything. Adultery and
embezzlement of church funds excepted of course.”
A small lean man came up to us. His suit was slightly worn, and
he had the look of a man who had worked on the land all his life. He
nodded at the vicar, and then turned to me.
“Used to know your father before the war.”
“I’m sorry but I don’t remember you.”
“You wouldn’t.”
“How did you know him?”
“We were labouring in the west.”
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“West Aldham?”
“Casey’s place.”
“Can’t recall him working there.”
“I’m not surprised.”
I gave him a puzzled look.
“It was before your father was married.”
“That would explain it.”
He looked at the vicar again, then back to me.
“Have they any idea who did it?”
“Not that they’ve mentioned to me.”
For a moment he didn’t say anything. I would say he was making
a decision.
“You should come and see me, and we should have a little talk
about your father.”
“OK.”
“I live out of the village. The cottage on the bend before you get
to the Yarmouth road. Your father always used to call it Willie Lott’s
cottage, because it looks like the one in the painting.”
“I know it.”
“I’m always there in the evenings.”
“Tomorrow?”
“I’ll be home.”
He nodded to the vicar, and then went off. Then I realised.
“Damn.”
“What?”
“I didn’t ask his name.”
“Sam Miller.”
“You know him?”
“Not really. His wife comes to church. He tells a good story from
what I hear.”
“Anecdotes?”
“Not entirely accurate anecdotes.”
“It’s a Norfolk tradition.”
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“So I believe.”
We stayed a little longer, and the crowd began to thin out. The
vicar went to speak to some of his regulars, and I wandered over to
Mrs Cattermole to pay for the refreshments. She was clearing plates
into the back room, and stacking them by the sink ready to wash up.
As I walked in she turned round.
“Mr Grimble. Were you satisfied with our efforts?”
“I was. Thank you very much.”
“Well it’s a good way to add to church funds, and to be honest we
enjoy it, apart from the circumstances obviously.”
“Obviously.”
“I was so sorry about your father. He was quite a character. All
the ladies liked him.”
“All the ladies in the Mother’s Union?”
“I meant ladies in general. He was, I don’t know, entertaining.”
“Did you know him well?”
“Not really. But he would always stop and talk to me if he met me
in the village. He always had some story to tell. You got the feeling
he was a bit of a rogue, but in the nicest possible way.”
“He was a bit of a rogue.”
“I know. What with all the poaching, and the Hadfield feud.”
“Feud?”
“Well feud is maybe a bit strong. But when your father was
younger he didn’t exactly get on well with the Hadfield boys.”
“You can understand why.”
“I can. They tried to catch him out all the time, but he always
managed to get away with it.”
“Except the time he got caught with me.”
“I know. But that was long after. And she had professional
gamekeepers by then.”
“Actually we got caught by the police that night. It was just an
unfortunate coincidence that we happened to be in the village with
the rabbits at the same time PC Trett had been called out to deal with
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a break in. He thought we were the burglers, which we weren’t, but
he got lucky anyway.”
“I know. That was so funny. Everyone in the village laughed
about that.”
“Except us. It cost us ten shillings each at the magistrates court,
and Willie Trett kept the rabbits.”
She laughed. And I suppose it was funny looking back on it, but I
remember my father was far from pleased at the time.
I paid Mrs Cattermole, and went to find the vicar to thank him.
He was finishing off a sandwich, while sitting with his legs dangling
over the edge of the stage.
“What are you doing tonight Ray?”
“Nothing.”
“Come over and have some tea. No one should be alone on the
night they bury their father.”
“I’ll be fine...”
“My parish, my rules.”
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We sat in the study, and ate sandwiches and cakes from plates
balanced on our knees. There was a reason for this. It was getting
cold by late November, and the vicarage was large. Walter kept a fire
going in the study, which was the smallest room, and left the rest of
the house to freeze.
It might have seemed like a continuation of the wake, but this
time the sandwiches weren’t dainty. They were slabs of homemade
soda bread, with local ham, and Mrs Simmons’ pickle. And the cake
was cut in big chunks from a solid lump of Madeira.
“Do you believe in God Ray?”
“No.”
“Your father?”
“No.”
“Do you mind me asking why you had the funeral in church?”
“Family tradition. I wanted to have my father buried next to my
mother.”
“His wishes or yours?”
“Neither. Probably my mother’s wishes.”
He took a large bite of bread.
“Is that a problem?”
He chewed and swallowed.
“No. Happy to do it for you. Maybe happy is the wrong word, but
you know what I mean.”
“I do.”
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“What did your father believe in?”
“Nothing. But I don’t mean he had no belief, he actually believed
in nothing. Thought there was such a thing as nothing. Same as
infinity. He told me there was no start to time, and no end to it. No
edge to the universe, it just goes on forever. What we get is a little
window in space and time. From our point of view nothing exists
before that, and nothing exists after that.”
Walter considered this.
“He might be right. But I hope he isn’t.”
“You have doubts?”
“Faith and doubt are inseparable. If you believe in something for
which there’s no clear cut evidence then you have to have faith. But
because there’s no clear cut evidence you also have doubt. And if
you’re in my profession your life is about the battle between those
two things.”
“And with parishioners who don’t have any doubts?”
“I would never undermine someone else’s faith. But if they don’t
have doubts then they haven’t really thought about it. God intends
you to have doubts. Doubt aids contemplation. Contemplation
reinforces faith.”
“Or not, in my case.”
He smiled.
“I think you have to get to a point where you fundamentally
believe before it works.”
“Haven’t got there yet I’m afraid.”
“So how do you feel when you sing a hymn?”
“Uncomfortable.”
“Or say a prayer?”
“I don’t.”
“You never say a prayer?”
“Not since my mother stopped listening to make sure I said them
before I went to bed at night.”
He shook his head.
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“I would find that hard. It’s my way of working things out. As
soon as I start to pray I begin to find a solution to the problem.”
“Like?”
“OK, this is a daft example. But let’s say you have a car, and it
breaks down, and you don’t have the money to repair it. You can
pray for the money, or you can ask God to mend it, but you’ll pretty
quickly come to the conclusion that what you should pray for is the
resilience to deal with the change in your circumstances.”
“So I shouldn’t pray for my father to come back, I should pray for
the strength to live my life without him.”
“Hard to do I know.”
“Maybe it depends on the relationship I had with my father.”
“No. It doesn’t.”
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Later that night I went out to the Hadfield’s, and walked in the
woods, near the little stream. I made my way along to the place
where it drained into the broad. It was a place my father loved,
probably more than anywhere else on earth. It wasn’t just a place to
poach rabbits, it was a place to savour.
He thought it belonged to him, and everyone else. People could
try and fool you with bits of paper, but he believed all the land
belonged to all the people on the planet, not just the person with
their name on the title deeds.
Fundamentally he thought we were all animals, trying to scratch a
living, and reproduce. That was really all there was to life.
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Sam Miller’s house was a good way from the centre of the
village. The journey was much better on two wheels than it would
have been on two feet. I leaned my bike up against the wall, and
knocked on the door.
His wife answered. She was probably in her fifties, and I guessed
a few years older than Sam. Her weathered face was not welcoming.
Two narrowed eyes looked me up and down.
“So you’re the Grimble boy.”
“I am.”
“You’d better come in then. Sam’s in the front room.”
I walked into a typical cottage kitchen. Small, with a fire in the
grate, a kettle on the left side, and an oven incorporated into the
brickwork to the right. The wooden table by the window had been
cleared of dishes, and it was obvious by the look of the sink that I’d
interrupted the washing up.
She showed me down the hall, and opened the door to the front
room. Sam looked up from the Eastern Daily Press. When he saw me
he folded the paper, and put it to one side. I sat in an easy chair next
to Sam. His wife closed the door and left us to it. We weren’t offered
any refreshment.
“Mind if I call you Ray?”
“Go ahead.”
“And you know I’m Sam?”
“That’s about all I know.”
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“Stands to reason. Your father and I were friends before he was
married.”
“But it didn’t continue?”
“Truth be told your father and I had a falling out.”
“Over what?”
“Your mother.”
I didn’t say anything for a few moments.
“I’m not sure how much I want to know about this.”
“You should want to know some of what I know about your
father.”
“Why?”
“I know more than you do.”
“I know he was a bit of a ladies man.”
“I don’t mean about that.”
“What then?”
He didn’t say anything for a while.
“How are the police getting on?”
“No motive and no suspects.”
He shook his head.
“They won’t get anywhere.”
“Why’s that?”
“They won’t look back far enough.”
“And you know where they should be looking?”
“I know what I’d be looking at.”
“And what’s that?”
He scratched his eyebrow with his left hand.
“Do you know what the pension was when it was brought in?”
“No idea.”
“There wasn’t nothing before 1909, and then Lloyd George gave
five shillings a week, or seven and six for a married couple, for
anyone who earned less than thirty one pounds ten shillings a year.”
“What’s that got to do with my father?”
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“No one can’t live on that. And your father said he didn’t intend
to. And he didn’t intend working for the rest of his life neither.”
“How was he going to avoid that?”
“He didn’t like the nobs, and he didn’t like landowners. So he
said he was going to take as much as he could from them that
weren’t entitled to it, and buy houses and rent them out.”
“By poaching?”
He nodded.
“I don’t think he got very far with that plan. My father and
mother always lived in a rented cottage.”
“Well if I was you I’d want to know what happened to the
money.”
“What money?”
He looked down at the floor, and then looked up again.
“How much do you think your father made from poaching?”
“No idea. Not much from what I could see. We lived all right. But
we weren’t well off. He did what everyone else did. He worked on
the land, and did a bit of poaching in his spare time to supplement
his income.”
“How much did you get for a rabbit before the war?”
“Sixpence maybe.”
“And what do you get now?”
“Seven and six a couple.”
“And at the height of rationing I’m guessing butcher’s were
paying more than that. Your father might not have done well before
thirty-nine, but you can take it from me he made a lot of money out
of the war. His plan suddenly worked out.”
“How would you know? You said you fell out with him over my
mother.”
“I might not have been a friend of his, but I’m all right at maths.”
I thought about it.
“Well I’m not aware of any money.”
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“Didn’t think you would be. Your father was a sly one. He
wouldn’t want anyone to know what he was doing. But unless I’m
completely barking up the wrong tree, there’s money there
somewhere.”
“And why are you telling me this?”
“Whenever someone makes a lot of money there’s generally
someone who’s happy, and someone who isn’t. I might have fell out
with him, but I didn’t want to see him dead.”
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John Minns was at the shop when I went in to buy some bread.
We wandered back out together, and since we were both going in the
same direction I walked alongside him for a while. He didn’t say
much to begin with. Then he asked.
“Heard any more from the police?”
“I haven’t. I’m just the next of kin. They don’t tell me anything.”
“Might be reasons why.”
“I can keep my mouth shut.”
“But do they know that?”
“I’ve told them.”
He didn’t say anything for a moment.
“You need to see it from their point a view. Let’s say they think I
did it. But they don’t have all the evidence they need. What happens
if they tell you?”
“I might confront you.”
“Or kill me.”
I smiled.
“They probably don’t think that. If I’d been willing to kill
someone I wouldn’t have had such a difficult time recently.”
“Or you might be dead.”
“Maybe. But fear of death wasn’t what made me say I wasn’t
going to do it.”
“You’re not frightened of dying?”
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“Everyone always asks that. I’m probably frightened of it just as
much as you.”
“That would be bloody frightened then. Because I’m a lot closer
to it than you are.”
I quite liked John Minns. He didn’t seem to be as judgemental as
almost everyone else. Whether he was just being kind to me because
my father had recently been killed I didn’t know, but I didn’t think it
was that.
“Do you get much trouble with poachers?”
“No. The land’s too open. Good for grain and vegetables, but
that’s about all.”
“But you know my father poached.”
“Like father like son?”
“Yes, in the sense that I’ve never poached on your land.”
“We should get on all right then. Same as your father and I got on
all right.”
“But you did know he poached.”
“I did.”
“Any idea what he was doing while I was away during the war?”
“You think that might be related to his death?”
“Don’t know.”
We walked on a bit, while he thought about it.
“Do you know why they used to hang a man for stealing a sheep
Ray?”
“Not sure that I do.”
“You can put a fence around livestock to stop them wandering
off, but you can’t make it secure against theft. If someone wants to
steal from you they can. In the countryside there’s little you can do
to stop them. So you need to live amongst honest men. If someone
steals you have to put a stop to it. Prison or a fine is no good, not in
terms of prevention. You have to eradicate it. Same as with some
diseases. Deportation or hanging were the only things that worked.”
“Would you still advocate that for poaching?”
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He smiled.
“Not me boy. Someone else might have a different idea though.”
“And you think someone might have decided to put a stop to my
father?”
“Can’t say.”
“But you know what he was up to during the war?”
“I heard rumours.”
“Which were?”
“I live a fair way out on the farm Ray. And I don’t pay much
attention to other people’s affairs. I’ve got enough to worry about
looking after my own place. But some people seem to think he made
a good living.”
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Billy was serving customers when I arrived, but it was nearly
finishing time. I waited by the pond, watching the ducks swimming
around, but keeping one eye on the window. Eventually I saw Billy
draw the bolts across on the outside door. He carried a few knives
through to the sink, and I wandered over to the back.
I could hear some movement inside. I gave a loud knock.
Footsteps came my way, and the door opened.
“Come in Ray.”
“How come you close up earlier than every other shop in the
village?”
“Meat has to go in the oven boy. If they don’t get it home by four,
it won’t be ready by tea time. And I don’t sell nothing else. Whereas
a grocer might sell a tin of peaches at five, I don’t sell nothing past
about half three, and some days I might as well close up at
lunchtime.”
“Makes sense I suppose.”
“Butcherin’s a morning trade. Get up early, prepare the meat, and
wait for the housewives to come in after the kids go to school.”
“Never thought of doing anything else?”
“Might have done years ago, but I was limited on account of the
leg. Some people might not have took me on. But old man Warnes
gave me a job cutting up, and then when he retired I rented the shop
off him.”
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He took me through to the office, and put the kettle on. When it
boiled he poured the water into the teapot, and gave it time to brew.
Then he poured two cups, added the milk, and handed one to me. We
sat down.
“Got a question for you Billy.”
“About what?”
“My father.”
“OK.”
“How much do you think he made out of catching rabbits?”
“No idea.”
“But he sold them to you. Surely we can work out roughly how
much he might have taken over the course of the war.”
“We can, but that’s only half the story.”
“What’s the other half?”
“It didn’t take long before he was catching more than one village
butcher could handle. Even with meat on the ration there’s a limit to
how many rabbits you can sell in a small village without getting a
knock on the door.”
“So what did he do with them?”
“First I think he sold them to other village butchers, and then he
started selling to a wholesale butcher.”
“Local?”
“In Wigan.”
“Wigan?”
“He tried to clean up the business. There’s nothing illegal about
selling rabbits. The only thing illegal is selling rabbits you got from
poaching.”
“So how did that work?”
“Up the coast he paid a couple of small farmers for the right to
catch rabbits on their land. Then he employed some men to catch
them. Every morning a van would pick up the rabbits and take them
to Acle station, where they went by train to Wigan.”
“And that’s legal?”
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“Completely. And once a rabbit’s dead, and on the van, there’s no
way of telling where it came from. So for a small outlay he managed
to find a way of selling both his legal rabbits, and all the ones he
poached.”
“And who knew?”
“For certain, probably only the van driver.”
“But who really knew?”
“The Hadfields, a few landowners to the north, some local
butchers, and the police I should think. But to do anything about it
they had to catch him at it. And for whatever reason, they didn’t.”
“Did the police stop the van?”
“No point. Once the rabbits were in the van they were legal,
because there was no way to prove they weren’t. They needed to
catch him in the act, or loading game off the Hadfield land, or from
land belonging to someone he hadn’t bought the rights off.”
“Crafty old bugger.”
Billy laughed.
“That’s one way to put it. I think there must have been a few
around who didn’t see it quite that way.”
“And who would they be?”
“Apart from the Hadfields?”
“Apart from them.”
“Don’t know. But I’d be looking at the bigger landowners. They
were the ones your father didn’t care for. And he loved getting one
over on anyone he didn’t like.”
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One of the things about being a poacher by night, is that you have
nothing to do during the day. I used to sleep in during the morning of
course, but the afternoons could be deadly. I wasn’t a great reader, so
I often walked or cycled a good distance, despite the fact that I
would be doing the same again after dark.
I was passing by the school one day, just as the children were
coming out. I can’t say it was a coincidence. The last stragglers left
the playground, and just behind them came Louisa. She pushed her
bike through the entrance, and leaned it up against the railings. After
wrapping a big chain round the gates, she padlocked them.
I applied the brakes, and skidded to a halt beside her.
“Bit of a waste of time wouldn’t you say?”
“Why’s that?”
“When I was at this school I was so pleased to get out I wouldn’t
have thought of breaking back in.”
She turned towards me. I could see she had bruising on the left
side of her forehead. It extended down the bridge of her nose, and
under both eyes.
“What happened to you?”
“I fell.”
“On your head?”
She tapped her left temple.
“Hit the side of the table.”
“Are you alright?”
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“I’m OK.”
“That’s a lot of bruising from one knock.”
“The doctor says if you do it early in the day, the blood seeps
down under the skin, and ends up under your eyes.”
“Why?”
“Gravity. I should have gone for a lie down afterwards, but I
didn’t know.”
“How long will it take to go away?”
“Couple of weeks maybe.”
“So it hasn’t ruined your good looks permanently.”
That was the first time I got a smile out of her since I’d been
back.
She picked up her bike, but she didn’t get on it. Instead she began
pushing it in the direction of home. I got off my bike, and began to
walk alongside her.
“Mind if I walk with you?”
“There’s no law against it.”
“But if it was up to you would you pass a law against it?”
“Probably not.”
We walked a little way in silence.
“It was you wasn’t it Ray?”
“What was me?”
“Who cut the plank.”
“I’m admitting to nothing, but if I had done such a thing, it
wouldn’t have been to catch you out.”
“I know.”
The smile was there again. Almost disguised. But she couldn’t
quite manage to hide it.
“So the idea of George falling in the dyke would amuse you
would it?”
She didn’t say anything.
But some women like that kind of thing. If anything ever
happened to my father, my mother would laugh.
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We were out walking one day, and my father climbed up onto a
bank to get a better view. He lost his footing, and fell into the field.
My mother couldn’t speak for a minute or more, and tears rolled
down her cheeks. My father wasn’t pleased, and the more he wasn’t
pleased, the more she laughed.
“How’s it going with you and George then?”
“You shouldn’t be asking that.”
“Just a friendly enquiry.”
“No, it’s not.”
“What is it then?”
“You’re trying to find something you can latch onto.”
“Like what?”
“If we had a disagreement, and I told you, I’d never hear the end
of it.”
It was my turn to smile.
“Anyway Ray, how are you getting on with Jenny?”
“There’s nothing going on between me and Jenny.”
“I know. I meant with the house.”
“She’s given me until the end of January. I couldn’t clear the
place before the funeral and the will were sorted out. And getting it
all done before the end of the month was a bit tight. And then there’s
Christmas.”
“So you’re there until the new year.”
“Looks that way.”
“And then what?”
“I don’t know.”
“Will you stay round here?”
“Maybe.”
“You know George is after you don’t you?”
“He made that pretty clear.”
“I mean he wants to catch you poaching.”
“Par for the course.”
“And the longer you go on, the more likely he is to do it.”
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“It improves the odds, but it won’t make him any smarter, and it
won’t make him any less lazy.”
I thought that would start her off, but it didn’t. She thought about
it for a moment or two.
“Even if you’re a better poacher than he is a gamekeeper, he’s got
a good reason to want to get you, and if you stay around he’ll
become even more determined.”
“I know.”
“And one night, even if he’s not very clever about it, chances are
you’ll both end up in the same place at the same time.”
“And that worries you?”
“It does.”
“Why?”
“One of you might get hurt.”
“Could be.”
“And I know he carries a gun, and I suspect you don’t, and even
if you did, I don’t think you’d use it.”
“Could be to my advantage.”
“Why?”
“Given everything I’ve stood for over the past few years, no one
would believe his life would be in danger from me. So if he were to
shoot me, it wouldn’t be justifiable, and he knows that.”
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Henry Rigg was my father’s van driver. I got the name from Billy,
but the address was more difficult. He didn’t live in the Aldhams.
Billy thought he came from one of the villages up the coast, near the
legitimate end of my father’s business.
At the town hall in Stalham I checked the electoral rolls for
Winterton, Horsey, Waxham, and Sea Palling, but it turned out he
lived a few miles inland at Ingham.
It was an eight mile ride, so I decided to go when I was pretty
certain he would be in. My choice was therefore an evening or a
Sunday. Evenings weren’t good in November, because pedalling in
the dark, with the dynamo rubbing on the tyre, was hard work, and
the light on the front wasn’t good. I decided on a Sunday morning. If
I was unlucky and he was a churchgoer I’d just have to wait a while.
Otherwise I was pretty sure to catch him.
I set off about ten, by which time the sun was out, and the dew
was steaming on the road. There was no wind, and it was an easy
ride. Rigg’s cottage was terraced, built mainly of stone, and had a
well kept front garden.
A few moments after I knocked the door opened. An old man
stood before me. Slightly stooped, and thin, but muscular. He didn’t
use a stick though, and looked agile enough.
“Who are you?”
“Ray Grimble.”
“I wondered when you’d come a calling.”
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He turned and walked back into the cottage. I wasn’t invited in,
but he didn’t close the door, so I followed. We went through to the
back kitchen. He reached up and took an envelope from the shelf,
where it was propped up between two tins.
“I suppose you’ve come for the rent.”
“Rent?”
“Now your father’s gone I expect you’ll be collecting it.”
“My father collected your rent?”
“Who else would collect it?”
I was genuinely puzzled.
“What do you mean?”
“Your father owned the house, and he collected the rent. Now I
suppose you own it.”
He thrust the envelope in my direction.
“It’s all there. I put it away each week since he last come round.”
“Thanks.”
I took the envelope.
“Mind if I sit down.”
He gestured towards a wooden chair near the table. We both sat
down.
“I hope you’re not going to say you’re putting the rent up.”
“I didn’t really come here about the rent.”
He looked relieved.
“I wanted to ask you about my father.”
“He was a good man. He always done right by me.”
“Glad to hear it.”
“Bit of a lad mind. But he was good hearted.”
I thought for a moment about where to start, but decided I might
as well plunge straight in.
“I’m curious about the business.”
He smiled.
“How many rabbits would he catch in a night?”
“Depends on the night, the weather, the time of year, the method.”
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“But on average?”
“There’s no average. It’s a daft question. On a good night the
boys might pick up twenty a piece, your father the same. On a bad
night you might get nothing.”
“In a year?”
“Christ I hate to think boy. Plenty.”
“And what did you do?”
“I used to pick up from the boys first, and then go to Acle station
via the Aldhams and pick up anything your father had.”
“So the boys caught the legal rabbits.”
He nodded.
“And my father did the poaching?”
Henry smiled again.
“I’m not supposed to talk about that.”
“Doesn’t matter now.”
“No, I suppose not.”
He looked down for a moment.
“How many boys?”
“Two. One worked the Catchpole land, and the other was on
Taylor’s.”
“They were the farms my father bought the rights for?”
“He did.”
“How much did that cost him?”
“You’d have to ask Catchpole and Taylor. He never told me.”
“How did he pay the boys?”
“In cash.”
“How much?”
“A pound a week, plus sixpence a couple for the first five, a
shilling a couple for the next five, one and six a couple for the next
five, and so on.”
“Up to?”
“Seven bob I think, but no one ever caught that many.”
“And you?”
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“Thirty bob a week, and the use of the van.”
“What do you think he made out of it?”
“A good living that’s for sure.”
“And when did he buy this house?”
“During the war. I was driving a tractor for the Kelfs, and living
in a tied cottage. Your father wanted me to drive the van for him, but
I couldn’t leave the Kelfs on account of losing the cottage. So your
father upped and bought this. But it wasn’t tied to the job. I had to
pay rent. So I could keep it whether I worked for your father or not.
He hated farmers and their tied cottages. Said it wasn’t fair that if
you lost your job you lost your house.”
That rang true. He had a whole list of complaints about farmers,
and I remembered that one from my childhood.
“Did he own any other property?”
“If he did he didn’t tell me.”
Something to look into I thought.
“Where did he poach?”
“The Hadfield’s”
“Anywhere else?”
“Not that I know of. Your father hated the nobs. If he could get
one over on them he would.”
“I know.”
“He must have taken hundreds of pounds worth of rabbits off the
Hadfield place, and he enjoyed doing it.”
“Did that cause any friction?”
“Would have if they’d caught him.”
“But they didn’t?”
He gave it some thought.
“Your father was good. No doubt about it. But no one’s that
good.”
“Meaning?”
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“I know the Hadfield place is ideal for a poacher. Woodland,
hedges, banks, plenty of cover. But no one can poach on one estate,
almost every night for six or seven years, and not get caught.”
He had a point.
“So what do you think?”
“Money changed hands. Don’t know whose hands the money got
into, but I’m guessing it wasn’t Lady Hadfield.”
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I used to drop off the game in the early hours of the morning,
before Billy was up and about.
At around two on a Saturday I would cycle across to West
Aldham and pick up the cash for the week. Billy and I would have a
late lunch after he closed up the shop at three. Someone must have
noticed.
The last Saturday in November I cycled across to West Aldham
early in the afternoon. Just as I got round the last corner before the
vicarage I came across an impromptu road block. George was there,
with a game bag slung over his shoulder, and so was Jack Gymer,
Dodger Simmons, and Dionisious Nudd. They had their bikes ranged
across the road.
I couldn’t outrun them, even if I wanted to. There didn’t seem any
harm in having a conversation, so I stopped the bike, dismounted,
and got both my feet on the ground. Then I picked up my bike by the
frame, and threw it in the hedge out of the way. I turned to face
them, standing in the middle of the road, feet slightly apart, hands by
my sides.
“Who’s first then?”
My eagerness to sort things out seemed to unsettle them. George
slipped the bag off his shoulder.
“No one?”
They shuffled around a bit.
“No one wants to take on the conshie?”
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George shook his head, and handed the bag to Dodger. Then he
walked out from between the bikes. I squared up to him, but he kept
his hands by his sides. He walked right up to me, till his face was
inches from mine. He spoke quietly.
“It’s over Ray. You’ve had your father’s funeral. Now get out.”
“Jenny’s given me till the end of January to clear the cottage.”
“She just changed her mind.”
“I’d need to hear that from her.”
“She’ll do what I tell her.”
“She might, but I won’t.”
He went to grab me. I caught his hand in mine, with his fingers
braced against my palm. Then I bent the fingers backwards, until he
arched his back.
“Down George.”
He didn’t move. I stretched his tendons a little more.
“On your knees.”
It was the only way for him to relieve the sudden increase in the
pain. He knelt down, at the same time trying to move forwards to get
under my grip and tilt his arm back. I blocked his progress with my
knee.
I kept my eye on what was happening behind him. Dodger looked
unsure what to do. The others were rooted to the spot. So I had a
chance to have a word with George. I leaned down, and put my
mouth against his ear.
“If you think because I’m a conshie I’d have some problem
causing you pain George, think again.”
He made a grab for me with his other hand. I jerked his fingers
back until his eyes closed. He pursed his lips, and exhaled through
his nose, but he didn’t make a sound. He was tough, but then I’d
never been in any doubt about that. I twisted his wrist until he rolled
forwards onto the ground. I took his arm up behind his back as far as
I could push it. Then I gave it a couple of little jolts upwards. This
time he did groan.
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“That army training doesn’t cut any ice with me George. I’ve
been cutting lumber with Tynesiders, and I’ve had a little training of
my own. So just a word of warning. If Louisa gets any more bruises
I’ll break both your arms for you.”
I increased the pressure, just to let him know it was possible.
“As far as I’m concerned you’re the person responsible for
making sure she doesn’t fall against any more tables. When she
comes back to me I want her in good condition.”
I pushed him away from me, and then kicked him hard in the
stomach to make sure he didn’t get up.
“Anyone else?”
They didn’t look intimidated, but they didn’t move towards me. I
picked my bike up out of the hedge, and pushed my way through.
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It took Allwright and Hobbs a few weeks to sort out my father’s
will. I took the bus into Yarmouth on a dull Wednesday afternoon in
early December.
Arnold Hobbs sat in his office with the paperwork in front of him.
He got up to shake my hand. When we were both seated he began to
go through things.
“Now, we have paid the undertakers Mr Grimble. So the residue
of the estate, after payment of our fees, but excluding any personal
effects or cash at the house, is one hundred and five pounds, five
shillings and sixpence.”
“And that’s my father’s entire estate?”
“Everything. And as you can see it is a relatively uncomplicated
low value estate, which does not need to go to probate.”
“I think that leaves us with an interesting problem.”
“Which is what Mr Grimble?”
“Where’s the rest of the money?”
“What money?”
“He was poaching rabbits on a near industrial scale. He must have
had more than a hundred quid.”
“Illegal assets?”
“Hard to prove it’s illegal once the rabbits are turned into cash.”
“But something he might want to keep secret?”
“It wasn’t that much of a secret. He was selling to a wholesale
butcher in Wigan.”
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“You would think he would have mentioned it in his letter to us.
There’s no point in hiding assets after your death.”
“He probably didn’t expect to die when he did. Maybe he was
going to add that information later.”
“How much money are we talking about Mr Grimble?”
“I’ve been doing some calculations. On his own he could easily
have caught at least half a dozen rabbits a day, which he sold for a
minimum of seven and six a couple. If you deduct living expenses
and rent at the rate of about thirty shillings a week I calculate at an
absolute minimum he would have been saving six pounds a week.
That’s three hundred pounds a year, for nearly eight years. So
somewhere there should be in excess of two and a half thousand
pounds. And it could easily be a lot more, because he was employing
a couple of other men. So maybe even two or three times that.”
“So there’s a bank account we haven’t found.”
“A bank account or some property. His plan was to invest in
property, but how far he got I don’t know.”
“For property he would have needed a solicitor, and I can assure
you we haven’t dealt with your father at all until you walked in with
the envelope addressed to us.”
“Maybe he had a solicitor somewhere else. Because he intended
to buy some property, rent it, and have some income during his
retirement. He had that plan since before I was born apparently.”
“Any idea where this property would be?”
“I know where one of them is. But if you can buy a terraced
house for a few hundred he could own several by now.”
“Only one problem. Property is in very short supply at the
moment. There are a lot of people with cash, who can’t buy a thing.
Materials are hard to come by, so builders often can’t get a building
licence. And since nothing’s being built, demand is high, and there’s
almost nothing on the market.”
“I’ve found one property he bought during the war, which makes
me think I might be looking for others. And there must be an account
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somewhere for whatever cash he hadn’t turned into bricks and
mortar.”
“Could be like looking for a needle in a haystack, unless you can
find statements or letters at the house.”
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Wigan was cold and damp. It was also expensive. There was the
bus fare to Great Yarmouth, the train fare to Wigan, and the cost of
overnight accommodation given that I couldn’t get there and back in
a day.
Billy’s contacts in the meat trade soon unearthed the wholesale
butcher my father had been selling to. It was made easier in that
there appeared to be just the one wholesaler in Wigan. They supplied
butchers in Manchester and Liverpool. During the war meat
shortages in the cities would have been worse than in the
countryside. Rabbits off the ration brought a good price.
Finding the right bus to get me to the outskirts of Wigan was a
challenge. Signposts and street names removed during the war had
only been partially replaced. Luckily the buses did have the
destinations clearly displayed on the front.
By four in the afternoon I had found Carlton Street, and after a
short walk I was soon outside Robert Randle’s Wholesale Company.
I went in through the gates and looked around. There were two small
warehouses separated by a wide concrete road. Loading bays on
each side, with roll up doors, accommodated a couple of vans.
At the back was a tiny brick built annexe with a flat roof. As I
approached I could see a woman sitting at a typewriter inside. This
was obviously the office.
I knocked.
“Come in.”
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It was a man’s voice. I turned the handle and opened the door.
Inside there were two men, and the woman I’d seen through the
window. They were all middle aged, and neatly but casually dressed.
The men looked similar. One of them spoke up.
“How can we help?”
“Who’s in charge?”
Both the men pointed to the woman. She laughed. Then she
turned to me.
“No one’s in charge. This is a family firm. Those are my
brothers.”
“I need to speak to someone who can give me some information.”
“About what?”
“Someone I think you used to deal with during the war.”
“Who would that be?”
“My father. Arthur Grimble.”
She looked puzzled.
“He lived in Norfolk. I believe he sold you rabbits.”
“I know who he is. We were wondering what had happened to
him. We’ve heard nothing from him for six weeks or more.”
“I’m sorry to tell you he was killed.”
“In an accident?”
“Someone shot him.”
They all looked shocked. One of the brothers was the first to
speak.
“Dear God. You hear of things like that, but you don’t expect it to
happen to someone you know.”
He got up, and pulled a chair out from behind a disused desk.
“Have a seat old chap.”
“Thanks.”
I sat down. No one said anything for a few moments. After a
while they asked how it happened. I told them.
“So. No more rabbits.”
“No.”
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“Pity. They were a good seller.”
“The thing is, I’m trying to sort out my father’s estate, and I’m
having some difficulty. I was wondering if you could tell me how he
was paid.”
“By cheque.”
“How often?”
“Once a month. Same with all our suppliers. Once we get to the
end of the month, I go through all the books, tot it all up, Maggie
writes the cheques and they go out by when Maggie?”
“By the end of the first full working week at the latest.”
“Have you any idea who my father banked with?”
“No. The cheques were drawn, and the money left our account,
that’s all we would know.”
“How many rabbits would you buy from him in a month?”
“As many as he could supply. There was no shortage of
customers.”
“But how many did he supply?”
There was much shaking of heads. No one seemed to want to put
a figure on it. Maggie pulled out some ledgers. She opened them up
on her desk, ran her finger down the left hand column, put a ruler
across, and wrote down a figure on a piece of paper. Then she did the
same thing several more times, on several different pages.
“It’s variable. But an average might be three hundred and fifty
couples a month.”
“And you paid what?”
“Seven and six a couple.”
“That’s a lot of money.”
She did a little sum on the paper.
“Around a hundred and thirty pounds a month.”
This time I did a bit of mental arithmetic.
“Fifteen hundred a year for nearly eight years. That’s twelve
thousand pounds.”
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It might not sound much now, but in those days it was enough to
buy over twenty terraced cottages. I knew he had expenses to come
out of that, but for the first time I knew it was real. I was looking for
a substantial amount of money or property.
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The next morning Maggie came with me to the bank used by the
Robert Randle Wholesale Company. The Trustee Savings Bank was
located in the centre of Wigan, only a short distance from my hotel.
We were shown through to an outer office, where we sat in a
couple of leather chairs, awaiting an audience with the branch
manager. His assistant was sitting at a desk near the window.
Although the place was tastefully furnished, and in good decorative
order, it was dark and soulless.
Maggie turned to me.
“What did you do in the war?
She was just making small talk. In the days after the war it was a
question often asked.
“I was in a reserved occupation.”
“Ah. Norfolk, of course. Agricultural work?”
“Forestry. And at the time I was in Northumberland.”
“You look fit.”
“That’s what five years of logging will do.”
“But you live in Norfolk now?”
“Good question. At the moment I don’t know where I live. I
stayed in Northumberland when the war was over, and I only went
back to Norfolk at the end of October when my father was killed.”
“That must be hard.”
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“It was. It is. Hard in terms of what happened, and hard in terms
of going home in those circumstances. You can’t help thinking back
to all the things you did there when you were a child.”
“Any other family in Norfolk?”
“Not close family. I was an only child. There are a few uncles and
aunts.”
“Your mother?”
“She died during the war.”
“Suddenly?”
“She had heart problems. Then one day the pain seemed worse.
For a couple of hours my father thought it was just her angina again,
but it was actually a heart attack.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Me too. Particularly now, with my father gone. Although in
some ways I’m glad she didn’t live to see it.”
The door opened and the bank manager came out. He walked
over to Maggie.
“Mrs Randle, how nice to see you.”
They shook hands. There was something in the way they were
with one another which made me think she wasn’t just a client. My
bank manager didn’t smile that way when I walked through the door.
Or maybe he just liked the size of her bank balance.
We went through to the inner office.
“Please sit down.”
We sat. He had a large wooden desk. Substantial but not overly
decorative. And his appearance was similar. Five ten I would have
guessed. Solidly built but not fat, good suit but not extravagant, good
looking but not George Saunders.
She smiled at him.
“We have a problem I thought you might be able to help us with.”
“Anything I can do, you know I’ll be happy to help.”
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“Mr Grimble is the son of a former supplier of ours. His father
was unfortunately killed recently, and we need to trace the bank
account into which our cheques were deposited.”
“That shouldn’t be hard to find. As you know the cancelled
cheques are returned to us after the money is transferred.”
“Thank you.”
“Who were the cheques made payable to?”
“Arthur Grimble.”
He wrote it down.
“Now you may think this over zealous, but I wonder if you could
show me some form of identification Mr Grimble. I have to be
diligent in checking I don’t divulge account details to someone not
entitled to it.”
I rummaged in my pocket, and found my identity card. We had to
carry them even after the war. The government didn’t repeal the act
until 1952, so in 1946 I was still carrying one around with me
everywhere I went.
After a quick look he handed it back to me. It wasn’t an armed
forces card. It showed my address in Norfolk in September 1939,
when registration began, and then my address in Northumberland
alongside a 1940 date stamp. There were no other entries.
“What did you do in the war Mr Grimble?”
“I worked in forestry.”
He didn’t say anything, but I could tell by the look on his face he
knew what that meant. Nevertheless he called his secretary in.
“Could you get the file for the Robert Randle Wholesale
Company, and then bring me the most recent cheque written in the
name of Grimble.”
The secretary left.
“So how is business Margaret?”
He’d dropped the formality. They chatted for a while, and it
became clear they knew one another well. I sat and waited.
Eventually the secretary came back. She walked over to the desk and
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handed him a cheque. He examined the front, and then turned it over
to look at the back.
“Lloyds Bank, Gentleman’s Walk, Norwich.”
He looked at me.
“Thank you. I wasn’t aware he had an account with them, so
that’s very useful.”
He wrote something on a piece of paper, tore it off the pad, and
then handed it across the desk. I took it from him.
“That’s the account number. If you give that to the solicitor
dealing with your father’s estate they should be able to sort things
out for you.”
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Mr Hobbs sat in his familiar chair, and looked at me across the
desk. I told him the story of my trip to Wigan. Finally I handed him
the piece of paper with the account number on it.
“We need to know more than just the balance Mr Hobbs.”
“Quite.”
“I know he owns at least one house. It must have been paid for,
and he must have used a solicitor. So I would like to see detailed
bank statements.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
“I want to know where any money has gone. We should be able to
identify the solicitor he used at least.”
“I would have thought so.”
I paused slightly for dramatic effect.
“Is everything I tell you confidential?”
“Privilege applies, yes.”
“Rabbits are essentially a cash business. I think he did as much
trade that way as he could. He certainly would have paid his
expenses in cash, and maybe other things too, like the van, and the
wages. The surplus, that is the rabbits he couldn’t sell locally, were
sent to Wigan. Over eight years he probably made twelve thousand
pounds from the wholesale operation alone.”
Hobbs pursed his lips.
“Quite a lot of money Mr Grimble.”
“I would expect to find most of that, either in the Lloyds account,
or in property.”
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“If we were to find that, the estate would certainly have to go to
probate.”
“That’s not my immediate concern.”
“What is?”
“Knowing my father as I do, I think it unlikely he paid any tax.”
Hobbs thought about it for a few moments.
“Going to probate wouldn’t necessarily trigger any kind of
enquiry by our friends at the Inland Revenue.”
I didn’t say anything.
“Are you by any chance Mr Grimble a believer in the old
proverb?”
“Which proverb is that Mr Hobbs?”
“Let sleeping dogs lie.”
“I am Mr Hobbs. I am.”
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I sat and stared at the headline in the Yarmouth Mercury.
“Man killed with ‘Texas’ axe head.”
To begin with it didn’t make any sense. Why would a local paper
report on a man killed with a Texas axe head? But something
registered in my brain, even before I read far enough to realise it was
connected to the death of Jeremiah Cairns.
The article was written by the Mercury crime reporter.
“Sources close to the police investigation into the death of
Jeremiah Cairns, on the Minns’ estate at East Aldham, have revealed
exclusively to The Mercury that he was killed with a pre-historic axe
head. The remains of Mr Cairns were found in a shallow grave
nearly three weeks ago. He disappeared in 1937, following claims
that he was the father of an illegitimate child.
“It is understood by the Mercury that the axe head was discovered
embedded in the skull of the victim by pathologist Dr Reginald
Moss. Once cleaned and inspected a further mystery was revealed.
Someone had scratched the word ‘Texas’ on the side of the axe head.
“The police contacted a curator at Norwich Castle Museum, and
were surprised to discover the axe head was in fact of North
American origin. How it came to be involved in a Norfolk murder
remains a mystery.”
“Police have refused to comment on the discovery, and enquiries
continue, but the Mercury understands little progress has been made
so far. However police are looking into a connection between the
death of Jeremiah Cairns and the recent murder of Arthur Grimble.

146

“Detective Inspector Greavey of Great Yarmouth CID is currently
in charge of both investigations, but there has been speculation
recently that Scotland Yard might be brought in because of the
complexity of the case, and the lack of progress.”
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When I was a child, old enough to walk and talk, but not old
enough to go to school, I remember my father taking me to see my
grandfather on my mother’s side. Grandad sat in an old armchair,
and I stood between his knees while he talked to my father. Every
time I became bored and tried to walk away I would feel his knees
gripping my sides.
Eventually my grandfather decided something would have to be
done to entertain me. He took me to the sideboard, and opened the
lower door. He took out a few things, and explained to me what they
were.
There was a gold half sovereign, which had been given to him
when he made the bargain for his first adult job. As was the custom
at the time he gave it to his mother for housekeeping money. But she
didn’t spend it. She put it in a tiny wooden pill box, and kept it.
When she died, he got it back. I loved the shiny gold colour, and
turned it over and over in my small hands.
He showed me his bosun’s pipe. It had been given to him when he
was serving in the Royal Navy. According to my grandfather you
were supposed to give it back, but he kept it as a souvenir. I was
allowed to blow into it, and make a whistling noise, but I couldn’t
change the pitch as my grandfather could.
During his travels he had acquired a sword made of French coins,
bound together with string. It was too heavy for me to hold properly,
but I supported it with both hands, and examined the holes drilled
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through each of the coins in order to bind them together. Eventually
holding the sword became too much for me and he put it away.
Finally he opened one of the drawers, and took out a slim wooden
cigar box, which had been crudely lined with blue silk. Inside were
some flints. He told me to be careful with them, because they were
sharp. Even now I can remember the way they felt in my hands. The
curved cutting edges and points contrasting with the smoothness of
the depressions on the flinty sides.
Over the years, working on the land, he had come across a
number of flint spear heads, arrow heads, and axe heads. Some were
crudely made, but others were well fashioned. He collected them,
and had sent away for a set of postcards from the British Museum,
which enabled him to identify them.
A distant relative of my mother’s had gone to Canada near the
end of the century during the gold rush. He quickly discovered gold
mining was not to his liking, and gradually moved south. By the turn
of the century he was living in Texas, working on the land, much as
my grandfather did in Norfolk.
For reasons which I don’t remember my grandfather was in
correspondence with him over a number of years. During that time
they swapped artefacts with one another, and in the process my
grandfather acquired a number of North American axe and arrow
heads, in exchange for some he had discovered in Norfolk.
According to my father I looked at these carefully crafted pieces
of flint and asked, “Who’s going to have those when you die
Grandad?”
My grandfather laughed and said, “You’re the first to ask, so you
can have them.”
When he died a few years later my grandmother insisted I take
them, even though I didn’t want to see them moved from the
sideboard where they had always been kept.
After his funeral, sitting up in my room, aged about ten, I counted
the flints. There were twenty-five exactly. I examined them with my
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magnifying glass. The same one I had used to incinerate ants, and
burn holes in pieces of paper. But it wasn’t the look of them which
fascinated me, it was the feel of them, and the knowledge that I was
touching things which were two or three thousand years old.
As I turned some of them over I noticed there were several which
had the word ‘Texas’ scratched on the side, in the tiniest letters
imaginable. I presumed this was done so that my grandfather could
identify which pieces were found by him, and which had been given
to him.
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Exhibit 015a.
From Post-mortem Examination
Monday 18th November 1946
Pathologist - Dr Reginald Moss
Extract from Interior Skull Cavity
Entry through OS Parietal B / Coronal Suture
Axe Head (Flint)
Dried blood to rear
Type: O-negative
(North American? see 1:1 reverse cu on 015b)
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I climbed the stairs to my childhood room. There was a sickly
feeling in my stomach. My hands were shaking slightly. I pushed the
door right back to the wall, and wedged the carpet underneath so it
wouldn’t close. In the light from the hall I went to my old wardrobe
and opened the door.
At the back was a cardboard box. It contained the games we
played when I was a child. Monopoly, draughts, chess, ludo, and a
small round container of tiddlywinks. I took them out one at a time,
knowing what I would find at the bottom.
The cigar box seemed to be just as I’d left it. Slowly I opened the
lid. The blue silk lining was now showing some signs of
discolouration, but the box still contained the flint heads I
remembered.
Downstairs I carefully emptied the box onto an old newspaper
which I’d laid out on the kitchen table. I sorted the flints by type into
three piles, as I’d done many times before. Arrow heads, spear
heads, and axe heads. Then I counted all the flints. There were only
twenty-four.
One was missing.
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Greavey came into the room. He didn’t look particularly happy to
see me. After pulling across a metal and canvas chair he took a seat
on the other side of the table. The place was grim. Dark green
painted bricks to chest height, a deep red horizontal stripe above, and
then a dirty cream colour up to the ceiling. One barred window over
the desk.
It wasn’t the first time I’d been in a police station. Refusal to
fight, and my subsequent refusal to take part in civil defence, had
landed me there before. Not to mention the poaching incident.
I felt the same way about it each time. Once I was in there, I had a
desire to get out. I’d never been mistreated in the way conscientious
objectors had been during the first war, but I never felt confident it
wouldn’t happen.
“What can I do for you Mr Grimble?”
I put the cigar box on the table, turned it to face Greavey, and
pushed it towards him. He looked at it for a moment or two, and then
opened the lid.
“Jesus Christ.”
He stared into the box. After a while he took out a clean
handkerchief from his top pocket.
“Have you touched any of these?”
“Many times.”
He looked up. Then down again.
“Who do these belong to?”
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“Me.”
With his handkerchief he carefully took out one of the axe heads,
handling it only by the sharp edges. He examined it closely. I took
out my childhood magnifying glass and handed it to him. For a
moment he looked at me as if I was making fun of him.
“Look at the back of the head, on the flat surface where it’s been
knapped.”
He found the place.
“They all have this on them?”
“No. Some are from Norfolk, they’re unmarked. Only the ones
from America have anything scratched into them.”
“Where did they come from?”
“My grandfather left them to me when he died.”
After a few moments he put down the axe head, and the
magnifying glass.
“Since you brought these in, I’m guessing you weren’t the person
who killed Jeremiah Cairns.”
“Correct.”
“Where were they?”
“Where they’ve always been. At the bottom of a box of childhood
games in my room at the cottage in East Aldham.”
“Always?”
“I got them when I was ten. When I left home I didn’t take them
with me.”
“Anything else?”
“There’s one missing.”
“I guessed. But do you know that for certain?”
“When I was a child I used to count them. There were twentyfive. It stuck in my head.”
He leaned back in his chair. Didn’t say anything. Thought about it
for quite a while.
“What do you think happened Mr Grimble?”
“I think my father killed Jeremiah Cairns.”
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“Why would he do that with a marked axe head?”
“I don’t think he knew it was marked. He probably thought a flint
axe head would be difficult to trace. You wouldn’t be able to find
where it was bought, or who owned it. There are so many of them
about in Norfolk fields, most agricultural workers have found one or
two.”
Greavey didn’t look convinced.
“According to the pathologist Cairns was struck repeatedly about
the head. There were multiple skull fractures. It was a vicious and
sustained attack. Eventually we think the axe became stuck inside
his head. Does that sound like your father to you?”
“No. But sometimes I wonder how much I really knew him.”
“Because?”
“Now he’s dead, people tell me things about him which I didn’t
know. Things they wouldn’t have said to me while he was alive, and
things he certainly didn’t tell me.”
“Like?”
“He chased women. At least in his youth.”
Greavey smiled.
“Not unusual. And not something fathers normally talk about to
their children.”
“He had quite a little business going in the war catching rabbits.”
“But this was while you were away. And you told me you weren’t
speaking. There wasn’t much love lost.”
“Even so. The longer I stay around here, and the more people I
talk to, the more I feel I didn’t know him at all.”
“But murder?”
I thought about it.
“The only people who lived in the house at the time were me, my
mother, and my father. No one else knew where the axe heads were
kept. I know it wasn’t me. I’m certain it wasn’t my mother...”
“I meant, excluding the evidence. Do you really think your father
was capable of it?”
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“If you’d asked me two months ago I would have said no. Now I
don’t know. Maybe anyone is capable of it.”
“Even you?”
It was a good question.
“Just because I’m a conscientious objector you think I couldn’t
kill someone?”
“I thought that was the general idea.”
“I couldn’t kill someone I don’t know, in cold blood, with
premeditation. In anger? I don’t know. I don’t think I would. I like to
think I wouldn’t. But I’ve never been in that situation. Isn’t there a
point when anger makes you irrational? When you would attack
someone brutally, in a way which is completely out of character?”
“I’ve seen it.”
“Maybe that’s what happened.”
“Must have been a reason.”
“Find that and you’ll probably solve two murders.”
He looked down at the box of flint weapons.
“Until today I thought it was possible your father was killed
because he knew something, or witnessed the original attack, or
somehow knew who did it.”
“And now?”
“Different kettle of fish.”
I nodded. The missing axe head changed everything.
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Hobbs seemed to be in a good mood when I walked in through
the door on the Wednesday before Christmas. He was behind his
desk as usual, and he had a big smile on his face. As I approached he
stood up to greet me, offered his hand across the desk, and shook
hands warmly.
“Tea or coffee Mr Grimble?”
It was the first time I’d been offered that.
“Tea, thanks.”
The secretary who had shown me in spoke from behind.
“Milk and sugar?”
“Both thanks.”
If they had sugar available from their ration I wasn’t going to turn
it down.
“Christmas seems to have come early Mr Grimble.”
“Has it?”
We both sat down.
“I’ve managed to get your father’s bank statements from Lloyds,
using the account number you obtained from the Trustee Savings
Bank in Wigan.”
“And?”
“Good news. The account has rather more in it than you
expected.”
“How much more?”

157

“The balance at your father’s death was just under fifteen
thousand.”
“That’s more than he can have received from the wholesale
butcher.”
“Apparently, in addition to the cheques from them, he was also
making cash deposits.”
“And does he have another solicitor?”
“We found a couple of payments to Algar and Tate, and a large
cheque to their client account of just over three hundred and fifty.”
“Which would be for what?”
“I spoke to Algar and Tate. It would appear he used them for the
one property transaction you already know about. The smaller
cheques were their fees, and the large one was for the property itself,
which they paid out on completion.”
“So he didn’t get very far building up his property empire.”
“No. In the current climate I think that was inevitable. The
shortage of housing is so severe it would be difficult to find good
property to invest in.”
“And were Algar and Tate his solicitors for anything else?”
“It seems he used them for just the one transaction about five
years ago, and they never heard from him again. Although they were
holding the deeds, which we have now obtained.”
That sounded like my father. Solicitors certainly weren’t his cup
of tea.
My cup of tea however arrived. Complete with sugar in the
spoon. I added it to the tea and stirred. I liked the pure sweetness,
and the lack of bitter aftertaste. Nothing like the saccharin we’d
become so used to.
“So how does that leave us?”
“The bank accept you are the sole beneficiary of the estate, and
we are now able to control the account, and proceed to probate.”
“And that takes...?”
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“Six weeks. Two months maybe. It’s generally quite fast. The
value of the estate may be high, but there isn’t anything complicated
about it.”
“And at what point can I...”
He looked at me expectantly, but I didn’t know how to put it.
“...open a bank account?”
“Ah. Once probate is complete we will give you a cheque for the
balance of the estate, less our fees and disbursements, and hand over
the deeds to the property at Ingham.”
I thought about it for a moment or two. My life had changed
completely in a couple of months.
“You will be quite well off Mr Grimble. Have you given any
thought to what you might do?”
“No.”
“Any assistance we can give, in property or investments, please
don’t hesitate to ask.”
“Thank you.”
I got up to leave.
“One last thing Mr Grimble. There was another signatory to your
father’s account. She wasn’t the account holder, but she was able to
sign cheques, although there’s no evidence she ever did so. And of
course following your father’s death she has no standing.”
“I wasn’t aware of anyone...”
“Does the name Cynthia Dyer mean anything to you?”
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It was two days before Christmas when I went round to the back
of Jenny’s house. I knocked. When she opened the door she was
drying her hands on a tea towel.
“Late tea?”
“Yes. Just finished the washing up.”
I handed her an envelope with the rent in it.
“There’s two weeks in there. Covers me through to the new year.”
“Thanks.”
There was an awkward pause.
“Jenny, I need to talk to you about something.”
She let the hand holding the tea towel fall to her side.
“Better come in then.”
We went through to the front room. She switched on the light,
which wasn’t very bright.
“Are you saving money?”
She laughed.
“No Ray. There weren’t any light bulbs in Woolworths last week.
I think there’s a shortage again. This was the only one I could get at
the market.”
“What’s the rating?”
“Twenty-five watts. As soon as I can get a sixty, this one is going
in the bin.”
“I’ve got a couple of spares if you want one. You can replace it
when Woolworths get them back in stock.”
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“Thanks, but I’ll manage.”
We sat down in the chairs we used before the war. The only thing
missing was Louisa, who was always there with us.
“What do you need to talk about Ray?”
“Would you ever consider selling the cottage Jenny?”
“Your father’s cottage?”
“Yes.”
“I’ve never thought about it. But I don’t think so. The rent helps
to make up my income. And when I can’t do the post office
anymore, the old age pension’s not much, so the rent from the
cottages will be all I have.”
“You won’t retire for another twenty years will you?”
“Twenty-five thank you very much.”
I did a quick calculation in my head. That made her thirty-five.
“Sorry.”
“Do I look forty?”
“No, you don’t. The problem isn’t with your looks, it’s with my
maths.”
She smiled.
“Why do you want to know if I’d sell the cottage?”
“I might be in a position to buy it.”
“And you’d want to?”
“I know it’s only rented, but it was my family home. The place
where I grew up. And I know you don’t want to rent it to me. But I
don’t want to see it go.”
“I don’t think you’d get a mortgage on it Ray. Only the council do
mortgages on property without running water.”
“I don’t need a mortgage. And I’m not put off by a chemical
toilet, and water from a well.”
“The trouble is Ray, I need the income.”
“How about if I paid you enough to cover the house, all your
solicitor’s fees, and all the expense of buying another property, and
money on top to tide you over while you decorate and find a tenant.”
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“You’re keen Ray, I’ll say that. But where would I find another
property. You just can’t get them. All the men are back from the war.
Everyone is starting a family. Young couples are living with their
parents. And no one is building anything, because you can’t get the
materials, and you can’t get a building licence.”
“Then rent it to me until things change. And I’ll buy it at a point
to suit you.”
“You want to be there that much? You want to be here, in this
village, that much?”
“I know there’s something I don’t want to lose.”
She shook her head.
“I don’t know Ray. I need time to think about it.”
I realised I’d been leaning forward to make my point. Perhaps
being a little too pushy. I sat back in the chair. She twisted her hair
between the fingers of her right hand. Eventually she looked at me.
“What happened to George? Louisa said he looked as if he’d been
in a fight.”
“When I last saw Louisa she looked as if she’d been in a fight.”
“So you thought you were protecting her?”
“That wasn’t what it was about. Four of them were waiting for me
on the bend near the vicarage. George came after me. I finished what
he started. While he was on the ground I took the opportunity to give
him a little advice.”
“And how do you think that makes life for Louisa?”
“I would guess he’s not happy, but it wasn’t a choice I made, it
was necessity.”
She didn’t look convinced.
“Jenny I don’t go around picking fights with people. Even
George. I’ll walk away every time if I can.”
“You aren’t so quiet as you make out. You tried to put George in
the dyke, but got Louisa instead.”
“More to that than meets the eye.”
“Meaning what?”
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“I can’t tell you. When the time comes that’s a conversation I’ll
have with Louisa.”
“In the meantime try not to make her life more difficult than it is
already.”
“I know you’re a friend of hers, but do you believe everything she
says?”
“That isn’t for you to ask.”
“Do you think she hit her head on the table for instance?”
“I believe what she tells me.”
“Well I don’t. And even though you’re a friend of hers, I’ve
maybe known her a bit more intimately. And despite my feelings for
her, I know she doesn’t always tell the truth. And come to that, nor
does anyone. She’ll tell you what she wants you to believe, or she’ll
twist it to try and make you do a particular thing. I can see through it
mostly, and it doesn’t bother me particularly, but I don’t always go
along with it.”
She gave me an intense look.
“Do you love her?”
“That’s between me and Louisa.”
“And what about George?”
“How I feel about her doesn’t have anything to do with George.”
“Really?”
“No. Doesn’t make any difference. But how I feel, and what I do
about it, are two different things.”
We didn’t have anymore to say on that subject. Or at least I
didn’t.
She offered me coffee and I accepted. While she was away in the
kitchen I kept thinking about Louisa. I knew what I wanted, but I
didn’t know if it was possible anymore. Even if George was out of
the picture.
Jenny came back with two small cups of coffee. She handed one
to me, and then sat down.
“What are you doing for Christmas Ray?’
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“The vicar and I are meeting after the service. He’s promising
some sort of roast dinner, but he’s not sure exactly what he’ll be
roasting.”
“I didn’t think you believed in all that.”
“I don’t, but that doesn’t seem to bother him. We get on well.”
“Why don’t you come round here?”
“Thanks, but I’ve already accepted his invitation.”
“Both of you I meant.”
“Oh.”
“I’ve got a goose.”
“Anyone else invited?”
“Just my friend Miriam. Another spinster of this parish.”
“OK, thank you. I’ll tell Walter. I should think he’ll be only too
happy not to have to cook.”
“Don’t thank me until you see what the goose is like. I’ve never
cooked one before.”
We talked about old times for bit. By the time I left it was quite
late. She walked through to let me out the front way.
“I’ve got one last question Jenny.”
“What’s that?”
“Ever come across Cynthia Dyer?”
“No. Who is she?”
“I don’t know. But I think she might have been the woman my
father was seeing.”
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The telephone directory was no help. Dyer wasn’t a very popular
name. There were eight numbers listed in the Norwich area, but none
had the correct initial.
It did occur to me she might be married. So perhaps the initial in
the telephone directory was that of her husband. It also occurred to
me that if my father was going out to see her every Tuesday night,
she was probably within cycling distance.
Only a couple of entries fitted the bill. There was a J. Dyer in
Potter Heigham, and an M. Dyer in Scratby. In either case the
cycling distance was about the same.
So I ended up at the Flegg Rural District Council offices in Acle
on Christmas Eve. A fierce looking woman, wearing half glasses,
glared at me as I approached the desk.
“What can I do for you sir?”
“I’d like to see the electoral rolls for Scratby, and Potter
Heigham.”
“May I ask for what reason?”
“My father died recently, and I’m trying to trace a friend of his.”
“I see. But you don’t know where this friend lived.”
“As I understand it there are people by the name of Dyer who live
in Potter Heigham and Scratby. Until I see the name I won’t know
for certain.”
“And you are?”
“Ray Grimble.”
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She exhaled loudly, and momentarily closed her eyes. Whether it
was because I was disturbing her on Christmas Eve, or because she
was constitutionally awkward I didn’t know. After a moment she
turned from the desk, and went to a filing cabinet at the back of the
room, next to a long desk.
First she took out a slim file, and banged it on the desk. Then she
took out an even slimmer file and banged that down too. She turned
to me and pointed at the files. I walked round the reception desk, and
took a seat in front of the two electoral rolls.
Potter Heigham for some reason seemed the most likely place for
my father to visit, so I checked that first. But it turned out the name
of Jonathan Dyer’s wife was Alison.
Next I looked up Dyer in the Scratby electoral roll. Martin Dyer it
seemed lived with two women. Sophie Dyer, and Cynthia Dyer.
There was no indication of his relationship to them, but they were all
listed at the same address.
I coughed loudly. The woman at the reception desk turned round.
“How would I find out what the relationship is of the people
listed at the same address?”
“You can’t. Electoral rolls are just lists of those eligible to vote.”
“I know. But is there any way to find out?”
She gave me a hard stare, walked across, and spoke sternly but
quietly.
“Are you really looking for a friend of your father?”
“I am. But it might be a delicate matter.”
She looked interested.
“If I explain what I want, would you treat the information
confidentially?”
“Of course.”
She sat down next to me.
“My father was a widower. But a woman by the name of Cynthia
Dyer was a signatory to his bank account. I need to contact her. If
you look here, there are two women listed at this address. I’m
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concerned that Cynthia Dyer could be the wife of Martin Dyer. It
might make things easier if I knew which of these women is Martin
Dyer’s wife.”
“Or more difficult.”
“That too.”
She thought about it for a while.
“The rates would be in the name of the householder, which is
normally the man. There’s the register of marriages, births, and
deaths. If they married in this area, or registered their children’s
births here, then we would have a record of it.”
“Is that register open for public inspection?”
“It is. But it’s in date order. If you don’t know approximately
when the marriage or the birth took place then it’s a big job to find
something.”
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The goose was good, the conversation was good, and you would
never have known Jenny and I had a problem. I’d warned Walter
there might be a little edge to the conversation if Louisa was
mentioned, and I explained why. But we made it through our
Christmas dinner without a cross word.
Jenny’s friend Miriam was entertaining. She was obviously
clever, although a little reserved. Walter in particular seemed quite
taken with her. She looked and dressed like Jenny, but she wasn’t as
tall.
After the Christmas pudding, all four of us retired to the lounge.
Walter produced a bottle of port from his bag, and we all drank a
glass or two by the roaring fire Jenny had stoked up in the morning.
Walter never shied away from asking the questions others might
be reluctant to ask. He turned to me.
“What did you do for Christmas while you were away?”
“Not much. Most of the men went back to their families. But I
didn’t fancy having a Christmas of arguments and recriminations so
I stayed where I was. There was a Quaker family in the village, and
they were the only people I met who were in any way sympathetic.
The last couple of years, after they got to know about me, they used
to invite me round on Christmas Day.”
“How many of you were there?”
“Conscientious objectors?”
“Yes.”
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“Only me. It wasn’t an internment camp for conshies. I was just
there working in forestry with a lot of men who were too old for the
forces, or young and skilled and held back in a reserved occupation.”
“How difficult was it?”
“Not very. The most difficult thing was that I was young and
single, and destined to stay that way.”
“Why?”
“At work it was OK after a few months. Most people can’t carry
on arguing about the same thing forever. Eventually there was a
grudging acceptance that we were going to have to disagree and just
get on with it. But they wouldn’t have wanted to go drinking with
me in the village pub, or in town. So I didn’t go out much, except to
the cinema, which was about the only place I could go on my own. I
wasn’t going to get a date though. The local girls couldn’t be seen to
go out with a conshie, even if they wanted to.”
“Where did you live?”
“I was billeted early on. But when we started working deeper in
the forest, the cycle ride from the village wasn’t really possible.
They took us there and back in lorries for a month or so, and then
they built the bunk house.”
“How many lived there?”
“Half a dozen of us.”
“How was that?”
“Not bad. Weekends and holidays I mostly had it to myself.”
Jenny and Miriam looked sympathetic. But sympathy was
generally limited. Most people thought my situation was self
inflicted. They didn’t understand the difference between not being
able to kill, and simply refusing to do it. I knew I couldn’t do it.
They just thought I wouldn’t do it.
Miriam turned to me.
“Do you want to go back?”
“Not really. But there are things about being here which are
difficult.”
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She didn’t ask what those things were. So she’d probably had a
conversation with Jenny.
Walter topped up our glasses. He turned to Miriam.
“How did you end up here?”
“My aunt was ill. I came up from Suffolk in 1943. She died a few
months later, and I didn’t go back.”
“Why?”
“No one to go back to. Like Jenny I’m an only child, and my
parents are dead. What about you?”
“Vicars generally go where they’re told. In theory you get offered
a living somewhere, but it’s less an offer, and more of an
instruction.”
“Family?”
“My parents are very much alive and kicking. And my sister.
Unfortunately I don’t see them very often. Vicars tend to have to stay
in their parish at Christmas and Easter for obvious reasons. But I do
go back to Kent for a couple of weeks in the summer.”
They were all about ten years older than me. And Miriam might
have been a bit older than that. It was unusual to meet two spinsters
who had both lost their parents at such a young age. So it wasn’t
hard to see what they had in common, or why they had become
friends.
And now it had happened to me too. Single, nearly twenty-five,
and with no close relatives. And a feeling of isolation deepened by
circumstances which were certainly no longer within my control, if
indeed they ever really had been.
Jenny turned to Walter.
“Although this port is very nice, I do rather feel it’s gone to my
head. Would anyone like coffee?”
We all nodded.
“It’s only Camp coffee I’m afraid. That was all they had at the
wholesaler last week. I think the shortages are getting worse than
they were in the war.”
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We all murmured our agreement, and she went to put the kettle
on.
Walter was getting on pretty well with Miriam. They chatted
away happily. I could just see her as a vicar’s wife. Serious and
considerate, but also with a sense of humour. When he turned his
head in my direction I winked at him. He laughed.
“What are you laughing at Walter?”
“Ray just winked at me. He thinks I’m chatting you up.”
“And are you?”
“Within the limits of propriety.”
“Oh dear.”
“Oh dear that I’m doing it? Or oh dear that it’s within the limits of
propriety?”
“I think I might be a confirmed spinster.”
“There are many spinsters who have been confirmed in the
Church of England. It doesn’t mean they shouldn’t go out with the
vicar.”
“That’s not what I meant as you well know.”
“Pity. I was hoping not to remain a confirmed bachelor.”
“Hm.”
“There’s a little restaurant just off the sea front at Great
Yarmouth. They do a two course lunch for one and six, and since the
collection was pretty good today, I’d be happy to treat you.”
“I do not believe you are allowed to dip into the collection.”
“This is true. But will you come?”
She looked undecided.
“Now Miriam, I think you’ll find that because of that old
propriety business, things tend to progress quite slowly with vicars.
So you wouldn’t be committing yourself to anything except some
conversation and a good lunch.”
She gave it a little thought.
“Very well, but I will pay for myself, and I will expect you to
behave like a gentleman.”
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“Always.”
Jenny reappeared with four cups of coffee on a tray. She put it
down on the table.
“Walter’s just got himself a date.”
“Really? Who with?”
We all laughed. Then she realised. She looked at Miriam with one
eyebrow raised. Miriam looked straight back at her.
“It’s lunch with the vicar for goodness sake. It’s not a proper
date.”
This time Walter winked at me.
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My first job after Christmas was searching the records of births,
marriages and deaths at the Flegg RDC offices. Marriages seemed to
be the one to go for. I had no idea if the Dyers had children, so that
could have been a fruitless search. Marriage was much more likely.
In those days people didn’t live together unless they were married.
I was aided in my search by my new confidant, the fierce woman
in the half glasses. Her name was Miss Clift. Once she was complicit
in the intrigue she became almost helpful.
“Where would you like to start Mr Grimble?”
“If I’m looking for someone the same age as my father, or
younger, then they couldn’t have married before 1914.”
“What age would they have been then?”
“Sixteen.”
“Before the war it was very rare for people to marry as early as
that. They couldn’t marry without their parent’s permission until
they were twenty-one.”
“So not before 1919 then.”
“It could have happened. But to give yourself the best chance of
finding it quickly, maybe 1919 would be a better place to begin.”
She brought me the register for the first part of 1919, and I began
looking through it. It wasn’t difficult, but it was time consuming.
Each page in the register contained six records of marriage. I flicked
through them quickly, scanning each entry for the name Dyer. Page
after page, month after month. Initially without any result.
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Miss Clift brought me each new register without complaint, and
even made me a cup of tea half way through the morning.
“How are you getting on Mr Grimble?”
“I’ve found one Dyer, but it wasn’t the right one. Neither of the
Christian names matched.”
“Are they local do you know?”
“They are now, but whether they lived in the Flegg area in the
twenties I don’t know.”
“People in Norfolk don’t normally move around much, except
during the war of course.”
“Let’s hope you’re right.”
She gave me a smile. Which was something of a miracle.
When I next found the name Dyer, it was the one I was looking
for. In 1921 Sophie Moll had married Martin Dyer in Winterton
church. So I knew which of the two women was Martin Dyer’s wife,
and it wasn’t the one who was the signatory on my father’s bank
account.
I wondered who Cynthia Dyer was. According to the electoral roll
she lived at the same address as Martin and Sophie, so that might
make her their daughter, or possibly Martin’s sister. I guessed at
sister. But that could have had something to do with a reluctance to
accept my father might have had a girlfriend who was my age.
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Late in the evening there was a knocking on the door. I’d heard
that knock before, and I knew who it was without having to look. It
was a typical policeman’s knock, and had Greavey’s rhythm to it.
I unlocked, took the bolts off, and opened up.
“Inspector Greavey. What are you doing out at this time of night?’
“Mind if we come in Mr Grimble?”
I stepped aside. Greavey and Stenhouse came in. Once again
Greavey and I sat at the table, while Stenhouse stood by the door. I
didn’t have another chair to offer him.
“This must be important for you to come round here at gone
nine.”
“There’s been a development. And I wanted you to hear it from
us.”
“OK.”
“At tea time today a man came into Yarmouth police station. He
said he understood we were looking for him. The desk sergeant
called me, and I interviewed him. He said his name was Jeremiah
Cairns.”
“And was he?”
Greavey nodded.
“So the body buried in the field for ten years wasn’t Cairns.”
“Apparently not.”
“Who was it then?”
“At the moment we don’t know.”

175

“And where had Cairns been for ten years?”
“Wolverhampton. It turns out the rumours in the village were
correct. He didn’t want to take responsibility for Clarice Parker’s
baby. Or more specifically he didn’t want to marry her. Apparently
someone in the area was still in touch with him. When he learned he
was to be officially pronounced dead, and then buried, he decided
he’d better come forward.”
It took a few minutes for this to sink in. I made Greavey and
Stenhouse a cup of tea, and we all went through to the back parlour,
mainly so Stenhouse didn’t have to drink standing up. There were
two old armchairs in there, and I took one of the kitchen chairs
through and put it by the table.
“So where do you go from here?”
“Try and actually identify the body in the first instance.”
“Anyone else missing around that time?”
“Not that we’re aware of.”
“The Hadfield boy?”
“He isn’t missing. He went to London.”
“Why?”
“There was a bit of a falling out from what I understand.”
“Over what?’
Greavey looked uncomfortable.
“Just between ourselves, he wasn’t really cut out for farming.”
“Because?”
Greavey rolled his eyes.
“He was more interested in art and literature.”
“Oh.”
“And don’t say I told you that.”
“Don’t worry. His secret is safe with me.”
I shook my head.
“What?”
“I don’t like it when people are persecuted for being different.
You can probably understand why.”
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Greavey nodded.
“So if the body isn’t Hadfield, and it’s not Cairns...”
“Starting tomorrow we’ll be looking further afield.”
“OK.”
“So if you find anything, hear anything, or know of any contacts
your father might have had outside the village ten years ago, let me
know.”
“Sounds like you’re starting from square one again. Trying to
identify the man my father killed, in the hope that it leads you to the
man who killed my father.”
“That’s about the size of it.”

177

49

Standing on the doorstep I felt distinctly queasy. I wasn’t sure
what I was going to find. Calling in the evening had seemed the best
plan, because people are likely to be at home. But when I was
actually standing there, on a dark January night, it didn’t seem like
such a good idea.
I knocked. There was a certain amount of movement inside. An
inner door opened. Footsteps on the tiles. Then confusion. A man’s
voice.
“Where are the keys mother?”
“In the door.”
“No they aren’t.”
“Sophie must have took them.”
“Why would she take them?”
“For when she gets back from Brindley’s.”
Then a pause.
“Who is it?”
“Ray Grimble.”
“Who?”
“Ray Grimble.”
“You’ll have to come round the back.”
That was easier said than done. It was pitch black. I hadn’t taken
a torch with me because I had the bike lights, but they worked off a
dynamo, so they were useless for finding your way round the back of
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a terrace in the dark. If you weren’t doing ten miles an hour there
was no light.
I stumbled along to the end, followed the path down the side, and
turned the corner. Luckily by this time he’d got the back door open,
and I could see the light from the kitchen a few doors down.
After leaning my bike up against the back fence, I walked up the
path. There was a man standing in the doorway. He was in his
forties, wearing old trousers, and braces, over a grey shirt and
sleeveless jumper. As I approached he looked puzzled.
“What do you want?”
“I’m Ray Grimble. I’ve come to see Cynthia Dyer.”
“About what?”
“That’s between me and her.”
He looked me up and down.
“You wait here.”
Reluctantly he went back inside.
“There’s a man here. Says his name’s Ray Grimble.”
For a moment nothing was said.
“Better show him in Martin.”
He came back, and signalled for me to follow him. I was shown
into the kitchen. Inside was a woman probably in her late sixties,
neatly dressed, with a library book in her hand. She was sitting in an
armchair by the fire.
As I walked in she took a leather bookmark from the table,
slipped it into the book, closed it, and pushed it into the gap between
the cushion and the arm of the chair. She gave me a long look.
“So you’re Ray Grimble.”
“I am.”
“And what are you doing here?”
“I was hoping to talk to Cynthia Dyer.”
She stood up.
“Come through to the front parlour.”
Martin looked slightly peeved.
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“You’ve got things you can’t say in front of me?”
“Just because I live with you Martin, doesn’t mean my business is
your business.”
She walked ahead of me into the hall. When we got to the front of
the house she turned left into a small room, which was furnished
almost entirely in brown, with cream flowery wall paper. Once I was
inside she closed the door.
“Sit down.”
I sat on the sofa. She sat across from me in a substantial armchair.
“What can I do for you Ray?”
“I came to talk to Cynthia Dyer.”
She smiled a little.
“I’m Cynthia Dyer.”
My assumptions were clearly wrong.
“You were a signatory on my father’s bank account.”
“I was.”
“Can you tell me why?”
“When your mother died, your father decided he wanted someone
who could sign cheques in his absence.”
“In his absence?”
“If he should be indisposed for any reason.”
“Why would he be indisposed?”
She didn’t commit herself immediately.
“How much do you know about your father’s business Ray?”
“I’m finding out more with each day that goes by.”
“But what exactly?”
“He caught rabbits. Some legally, some illegally.”
“Well I was his insurance policy.”
“Insurance against what?”
She gave the question a little thought.
“Your father believed there was a danger of being caught. And not
just by the police. If he was in custody, or in hospital, he wanted the
business to be able to continue.”
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“So you could pay people?”
“I could write a cheque for cash, and have the money to do
whatever needed to be done.”
“And what would that be?”
“Sometimes a little cash is all you need to get out of a difficult
situation. But if it was worse than that, and your father was
imprisoned, then I could make sure the business continued without
him.”
“And do you have a share in the business?”
“No.”
“So how did my father come to pick you to do this?”
She got up from the sofa, and walked across to me. When she got
close she spoke softly.
“Can you come back Thursday afternoon?”
“It’s a bit of a ride.”
“But can you?”
“Yes.”
“Because I’m happy to tell you anything you want to know. But
not now.”
“Why?”
“What is it they used to say in the war? Walls have ears.”

181

50

If you’re out on a bike a lot of the time, and you cycle round the
same roads in the same village, it’s surprising what you learn. People
come and go, call on friends, visit the shops, put flowers on a grave,
post a letter. You see all these things, and mostly it means very little.
But sometimes two and two makes five.
I was cycling into the village past the bus shelter on a Wednesday
morning. Market day. And in the shelter, waiting for the Yarmouth
bus, was Martha Durrant. I said hello, and waved as I went by, and
she just about acknowledged me with a nod of her head. My
popularity was obviously improving.
Round the next bend I had a good view of the village. The
terraced cottages and the post office on the left, and a couple of
bungalows on the right, which had been built in the thirties. But they
were some way off.
Just as I got to the point where I could see the whole road clearly
I caught sight of George almost at the gate of Martha Durrant’s
bungalow. He had a quick look behind him, and then nipped up the
path. What happened after that I don’t know, because my view was
obscured by the hedge. But when I got up to the bungalow there was
no sign of George.
Now at that time in the morning, Martha Durrant’s husband
Gerald would definitely have been at work. And I’d just seen Martha
at the bus stop. So if someone let him in, it could only have been
their daughter Gemma.
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Gemma Durrant was a precocious girl, who was more intelligent
than anyone in the village ever. At least according to her mother. She
was seventeen, and had gone to teacher’s training college a year
early. But after a few weeks she became ill, and had to return home.
The doctor said she had glandular fever, but on the occasions when I
met her, I couldn’t see that anything in particular was wrong with
her.
Now there might have been a completely innocent explanation for
George visiting the house. But that little look over his shoulder set
me thinking. It didn’t necessarily mean anything. But I intended to
find out whether it did or not.
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Back at the Dyer’s house in Scratby, on Thursday afternoon, I
knocked on the door. This time Cynthia Dyer opened up. Martin and
Sophie weren’t in.
She made a pot of tea, and we sat in the kitchen by the fire.
“Everyone at work?”
“Martin is. Sophie goes to see her sister every Thursday.”
“So we’re alone.”
“Yes.”
“And you can speak freely.”
She nodded.
“Why the secrecy?”
“There are some things I don’t want to discuss in front of my
son.”
“Could he have heard through the wall?”
“Probably had a glass to it. Whether it actually works or not I
don’t know. But he’s always been nosey. Doesn’t like someone to
know something he doesn’t. Can’t have been brought up properly.”
She smiled. Instinctively I liked her.
“So you must know my father somehow, or he wouldn’t have
made you a signatory to his bank account.”
“I’ll tell you anything you want to know, as long as you’re sure
you want to know it.”
“Why wouldn’t I?”
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“Children don’t like to think of their parents as having any kind
of private life.”
“I’m beyond that now.”
“Really?”
“Ever since he died people have been telling me things about him
I didn’t know. Makes me think I didn’t know him at all.”
“Children never know their parents. We keep things from our
children, and they keep things from us. We keep them in ignorance
of our wrongdoing so we can be good parents. They hide things from
us, so they can be the children we want them to be.”
“Well, it doesn’t matter now.”
“I suppose not.”
She was silent for a while.
“When I met your father he was twenty-one. I was thirty-nine,
and unhappily married. He was keen, in that way young men are. He
was also friendly, and funny, and it felt good to be around him. He
had confidence. Misplaced I suppose, because the one thing he
didn’t have was experience.”
“I think I know what happens next.”
“Well it didn’t happen for a while I can tell you. This war has
made everyone forget their morals. They act first and think later. I
thought for a long time. My wedding vows meant something to me.”
“But not enough?”
“My husband didn’t make any effort at all. If I’d thought he
actually wanted me as his wife, it would have been different. But I
wondered why I should be faithful to a man who didn’t want me.”
“How long did it last with my father?”
“Ten months. October 1919, to July 1920.”
“You remember so precisely?”
“The seventh of October to the twenty-seventh of July. I even
remember the days of the week. We met on a Tuesday, and parted on
a Thursday.”
“So it meant something.”
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“It can happen at any time in your life. For me it happened when I
was thirty-nine.”
“Why did you part?”
“My husband suspected. He didn’t know but he suspected. And if
he’d found out who it was, and he would have done in the end...”
“My father wouldn’t normally back away from a fight.”
“That was what I was afraid of.”
I nodded.
“And there was something else.”
“What was that?”
She shook her head sadly.
“Inevitability. I couldn’t part from my child, or take him to live
with someone else. I just couldn’t do it.”
“And what did my father want?”
“By that time I didn’t know.”
“But at one time he wanted you to start again with him?”
“Yes.”
“And something changed his mind?”
“My reluctance maybe. But he was also easily distracted.”
“So I’ve heard.”
“The thing is though Ray, that didn’t make him any less easy to
like.”
“I’ve heard that too.”
We sat there for a while, without saying anything. The
impossibility of their relationship weighing on our minds.
“You kept in touch?”
“Not really. We would meet occasionally, but we didn’t live in the
same village, so we didn’t come across one another very often.”
“How did he come to ask you to be the signatory to his bank
account?”
“There was a special trust between your father and me, because of
the secrecy I think. When your mother died I went to the funeral.
After that your father used to come here sometimes and talk. As the
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business grew he was worried about what would happen if he
couldn’t run it for any reason.”
“It would take more than writing cheques.”
“The plan was that Henry Rigg would take care of the legitimate
side of the business. He would drive the van, and employ the rabbit
catchers. I would deal with the money.”
“And after my father died?”
“So did the business. I presumed the bank account was then part
of his estate.”
“Any idea why someone would want to kill my father?”
“None.”
“Anyone who might have had a problem with his hobbies?”
“Like?”
“Poaching and womanising.”
“Quite a few people. Particularly the poaching. But although they
might want him caught, I don’t think they’d want to kill him.”
“Did he have a girlfriend after my mother died?”
“Yes.”
“Do you know who she was?”
“I do.”
I waited. She didn’t elaborate.
“But you won’t tell me?”
“Depends on why you want to know.”
“I want to ask her if she has any idea who might have killed my
father.”
“You would need to be discreet.”
“I’m not trying to get anyone in trouble, except the person who
put two bullets in my father’s chest at point blank range.”
“You couldn’t just turn up on the doorstep and start asking
questions.”
“How would I do it then?”
She thought about it.
“Let me arrange it.”
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Mr Hobbs was surprised to see me so early in the new year. As
you might expect he was cordial. After probate I was going to be a
comparatively wealthy client.
We shook hands across the desk.
“How far have we got Mr Hobbs?”
“The estate has been valued, and papers have been prepared for
the Chancery Division of the High Court. Grants of Representation
would generally follow in a month or so.”
“What I meant was, have you actually applied for probate yet?”
“The documents will be ready for dispatch to the Registries this
week.”
“Because I think we may have overlooked something.”
“And what would that be?”
“My father bought the rights to catch rabbits on a couple of farms
up the coast. What would happen to those rights when he died?”
“Difficult to say without seeing the contract.”
“I doubt if there was anything in writing. It would probably have
been concluded with a handshake and an exchange of cash.”
“Even more difficult. Depends on whether there was a witness, or
if the farmers are willing to concede the bargain was struck.”
“Assume we’re dealing with honest men.”
“Technically the rights would become the property of the estate,
and then as the sole beneficiary they would revert to you.”
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“And what would happen to them in the time between my father’s
death, and the grant of probate?”
“Ah, I see what you’re getting at. Money could continue to be
earned by someone exploiting those rights between death and
probate. I would say the estate, administered by us, could allocate
the rights for a proportion of their original cost, or we could continue
to run the business, and add all profits to the estate, up to the grant of
probate, when it would then become your responsibility.”
“And what if someone else was currently exploiting those rights,
but had omitted to disclose this to you or me.”
He thought about it for a few moments.
“It could be fraud. But I can’t see the police being particularly
interested. More likely it would be a civil case to recover what was
due.”
“And how would we go about that?”
“What kind of sums are involved?”
“If the balance in my father’s bank account is anything to go by
he was making about a hundred and fifty a month, and maybe two
thirds of that was from his legitimate business. So I would have
thought the profit between October and February would be in the
region of four hundred.”
“Could be difficult. If we were running the business, we could
remit those profits to the estate. But if someone else is running their
own business, we wouldn’t be entitled to the fruits of their labour.
Your claim may be limited to the advantage gained at the expense of
the estate, which would be the cost of the rights for four months.”
“It could still be worth having.”
“How much are we talking about?”
“I don’t know.”
“Because it probably wouldn’t be worth trying to recover
anything less than a hundred. Court fees, and our costs, tend to
mount up.”
“How much does a solicitor’s letter cost?”
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“One pound seventeen and sixpence, if there’s no research
involved.”
“Might be worth it.”
He smiled.
“Putting the frighteners on?”
“You would be writing to someone who isn’t used to being
threatened with legal action.”
“I expect we could draft a suitably impenetrable document.”
“He has to understand the error of his ways.”
“I could make the offence clear, and the consequences dire, if not
wholly understandable.”
I wrote the name and address on a piece of paper, and pushed it
across the desk.
“Do it.”
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I struggled upstairs with the easy chair from the lounge. After
getting it to the bedroom I put it on the left hand side of the window.
When I sat down I could look diagonally through the window, and
see the whole length of the street.
I left the light on downstairs, and kept the bedroom in darkness.
With the curtain partially drawn no one would be able to see me
watching.
It seemed to me there was an optimum time for my nightly
observations. Older people generally went to bed around ten,
particularly in a village where most were up early to work on the
land. So my nightly ritual began at about nine-thirty.
Those few nights spent watching a village street for a couple of
hours were good aids to contemplation. It gave me a chance to really
think about what I wanted. And what I wanted was Louisa.
On a Wednesday night in the middle of January, at just after ten, a
slight figure appeared at the far end of the street. I couldn’t see
exactly where the figure came from, because the angle of view was
so acute, but I thought this was what I’d been waiting for.
As the figure got closer I could see it was a woman. As she passed
below my window I could see the woman was Gemma Durrant.
Almost before she was out of sight I ran down the stairs, out of
the back door, and jumped on my bike. I quickly sped off along the
back roads. Because I was taking the route over Copse Hill I had a
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considerably longer journey than she did. But I was on a bike, so I
calculated I should arrive first.
The climb up the hill hindered my progress, but once I got to the
top I raced down the other side in double quick time. Just as I
reached the bottom at top speed, a bike suddenly came out of Mill
Road on my right. I swerved to the left. The night soil man, with a
bucket on each handlebar screeched to a halt as I narrowly avoided
his front wheel. He began shouting and swearing in a loud voice, but
I didn’t stop to apologise. His behaviour was not unreasonable. We
both could have been covered in the contents of a couple of chemical
toilets. An accident which would have been hard to ignore.
The entrance to the woods on the Hadfield estate was well
hidden. It also had good cover. When I was about fifty yards away I
heaved my bike over the low stone wall, and hid it in the
undergrowth. Then I made my way up to the entrance gate through
the trees. I found a comfortable spot, well concealed, but with a view
of the road. After that all I had to do was wait.
A few minutes later Gemma Durrant appeared in the distance. She
didn’t seem to be in any hurry. Opening the gate carefully she
entered the woods. Her footsteps could be heard for long after she
disappeared, scrunching the fallen leaves underfoot.
I waited.
Ten minutes later I heard footsteps along the road. It was difficult
to make out the figure, but the walk was familiar. George was
hugging the tree line. About fifty yards from the gate he sat on the
wall, quickly swung his legs over the top, and took the diagonal
track towards the bird hide.
After a short while I could no longer hear footsteps. Very quietly I
walked over to my bike, and carefully lifted it over the wall. Within
a minute or so I was on my way.
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I threw a couple of small stones up at the window. Then I left a
gap of a few seconds, before throwing two more. It had been our
signal before the war. But this time she didn’t suddenly appear
downstairs.
The curtain was pulled across, and she peered out. I waved my
arm at her, indicating she should come down. But she didn’t. The
window opened. She spoke in a whisper.
“What is it Ray?”
“Come down Louisa.”
“What for?”
“It’s an emergency.”
“An emergency?”
I nodded, and waved my arm again, a little irritably. She stared at
me for a couple of seconds, before coming to the conclusion that I
wasn’t going away. As she went to close the window I called up.
“Wear trousers and boots.”
After a couple of minutes she came out of the back gate.
“Get your bike.”
“I’m not getting anything until you tell me what’s going on.”
“Do you trust me?”
“Maybe.”
“Seriously, in an important matter, would you trust me?”
“Yes.”
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“Well this is important. And it’s something you have to see for
yourself, because if I tell you, you probably won’t believe me.”
“What is it?”
“Sorry, but you have to see it.”
“I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what this is about.”
I feigned reluctance. But actually I was itching to tell her.
“George is seeing Gemma Durrant. And I don’t mean as in seeing
her for afternoon tea, I mean as in giving her a good seeing to.”
Louisa’s face reddened.
“Is he with her now?”
“Yes.”
“Where?”
“Where do you think?”
She went over to the shed and quietly got her bike out.
We cycled over to the Hadfield estate with hardly a word. The
moon was sufficiently bright that we didn’t need lights. Louisa rode
in front, and I followed. When we got close I came alongside her.
“When we get there, make as little noise as possible. I’ll show
you where to hide the bikes, and where to wait.”
“Is this your poaching expertise Ray?”
“It is. I know the Hadfield estate like the back of my hand.”
She nodded her agreement.
We rode on, and stopped short of the entrance to the woods. I
lifted both bikes over the low stone wall, and left them hidden in the
trees. This time I took up a position just inside the tree line. We had a
good view of the gate and the road. Since we were on the village
side, they would have to walk past us to get home. The moon was
behind us, so I knew we would have a good view of them, but they
would be unlikely to see us before it was too late.
Once we were settled, with our backs against a tree, I whispered
to Louisa.
“Now this is up to you. Are you going to confront him, or watch
and wait?”
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“I don’t know.”
“If you’re going to confront him I’ll back you up. He won’t lay a
finger on you.”
“You think that’s what I should do?”
“I think whenever you do it you should have someone with you.”
She didn’t say anything. Perhaps she was thinking about it. After
a while she whispered again.
“I’d like to do it in The Wherry on a Saturday night. In front of all
his friends.”
“That should be safe enough. He won’t be able to touch you in
there.”
“No, he won’t.
“Wouldn’t mind seeing that.”
“Consider yourself invited.”
We waited until just after eleven. The first thing we heard was
footsteps in the distance. Then quiet voices. They got closer and
closer. Eventually I could hear what was being said.
“Will your mother go to Saturday market?”
“I’ll let you know.”
“Because the house will be warmer than this.”
“Anything will be warmer than this.”
George laughed.
“You keep me warm enough.”
They came into view. She turned to him, and he put both arms
round her. They kissed. Louisa watched dispassionately. After a
moment they started walking again.
“Are you going to break it off with her George?”
“I thought this was just a bit of fun.”
“It is.”
“And you’ll be back to college in a few months.”
“I know.”
“So why do you want me to break it off?”
“I just don’t like the idea of you being with her.”
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He turned round to face her.
“I don’t do with her what I do with you.”
I glanced at Louisa, who rolled her eyes. For a moment I thought
we were going to have the confrontation there and then.
As they walked past us towards the gate I noticed they were
holding hands. He opened the gate for her, and they walked off up
the road.
Louisa and I stayed where we were for a long time. Eventually I
moved out to the wall, and had a look down the road. By this time
they’d turned the corner and were out of sight.
I picked up the bikes one at a time, and lifted them over the wall.
We made our way home on the back roads over Copse Hill, so that
we didn’t meet George on the journey.
I parted from Louisa at the corner of The Loke.
“Saturday then?”
“Call for me at eight.”
“Will you see him between now and then?”
“What do you think?”
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On the twenty-second of January the meat ration was cut to one
shilling a week. There was also a predicted cut in the bread ration,
and wheat stocks were apparently so low that beer production was
going to be halved. No one was happy about it. People were saying it
was getting worse than it had been during the war, when it should
have been getting better. Everyone blamed the Attlee government.
The following morning there was a timely knock on the door.
Thinking it might be Louisa I opened up without putting the lead
pipe within reach.
It wasn’t Louisa, but it wasn’t dangerous either. Henry Rigg stood
on the doorstep, with an envelope in his hand. As I looked at him he
held the envelope up in front of my face.
“What’s all this?”
“I don’t know. What is all this?
“It’s a solicitor’s letter.”
“And?’
“They say I’m liable for all this money to your father’s estate.”
“And why do they say that?”
“I don’t understand it.”
“You’d better come in then, and let me have a look.”
We went over to the kitchen table. He sat down and I made him a
cup of tea. Once he was more settled I took the letter off him. I
pretended to read it, as if I’d never seen it before.
“I think it’s quite straightforward Henry.”
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“Doesn’t seem straightforward to me.”
“Well Allwright and Hobbs are the solicitors who are dealing with
my father’s estate. They have to get everything sorted out before it
goes to probate. It’s a legal process.”
“I hate bloody solicitors.”
“Who doesn’t? But I don’t have the expertise to do it myself, so I
had to get them to do it for me.”
“But they’re saying I owe money.”
“In fairness I think they’re just trying to clarify the situation.”
“So what do they want to know?”
I looked back at the letter.
“Well, first things first. Who owns the van? You or my father?”
“Your father did.”
“And have you been using the van since he died.”
“Of course. I don’t have any other means to get about.”
“Well the van is part of my father’s estate. It looks as if they want
to sell the van, and charge you for the use of it over the past two and
a half months.”
“What?”
“Now the Catchpole and Taylor land my father had the rabbiting
rights to. They run out when?”
“He paid six monthly I know that. Autumn and Spring.”
“And have you been catching rabbits on the land since he died?”
“You know I have.”
“In that case they want to reclaim the fee for the rights, and sell
on any remaining time.”
“They’re bloody thieves.”
“Who have you been selling the rabbits to?”
“A few village butchers round Stalham way.”
“Not to the wholesaler’s in Wigan?”
“I don’t catch enough for that. Not on my own.”
“What about the men my father employed?”
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“I don’t use them. I’m no good at the maths. And I can’t run a
business ’cause I don’t have a bank account.”
I sat there and scratched my head. As if I was thinking what to do
about it.
“Do you read the papers Henry?”
“From time to time.”
“So you know the meat ration’s down to a shilling a week?”
“I heard.”
“Makes it a good time to be selling rabbits.”
“I know.”
“I don’t mean on a small scale. I mean on a big scale. With a
smaller ration there’ll be more demand. And more demand means
higher prices. Now’s the time to start shifting them in bulk.”
“But I don’t have the head for it.”
“I do.”
He looked up at me.
“Would you want to be in business with me? Same deal you got
with my father.”
“I thought you said prices was going up?”
I laughed.
“And you say you’ve got no head for business.”
“I know how to negotiate wages. I’ve been doing that with
farmers all my life. Because if they can stiff you they will.”
“Well I don’t want to stiff anyone. So how about this? I’ll talk to
the solicitors and get them to let me run the business on behalf of the
estate until we get probate. That way you won’t owe any money. I’ll
put petrol in the van, and I’ll pay you five bob a week more than my
father did. I haven’t checked what we can get from the wholesalers
yet, but if you can get me two decent rabbit catchers I’ll pay them
sixpence a couple over and above my father’s rates. I’ll use the same
sliding scale, so the more they catch the more they earn, and the
greater the proportion of the wholesaler’s price they get to keep.”
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Henry didn’t show much emotion. All he did was nod. But it
looked as if I’d got a deal.
“Can you get me the rabbit catchers?”
“Shouldn’t be a problem there. Probably get the same two your
father had. They know what they’re doing, and they know the land.”
“Good.”
“And will you be poaching off the Hadfields?”
“I will.”
He shook his head slightly.
“What?”
“You remember what I told you about your father?”
“What was that?”
“You can’t regularly poach that quantity off one landowner
without getting caught. Money must have changed hands, and you
need to know who it changed hands with.”
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The letter arrived on Thursday morning. The meeting was
arranged for Friday afternoon. I didn’t contemplate the ride to
Scratby with any degree of enthusiasm. Seven miles into a head
wind. But curiosity was sufficient to keep my legs working until I
rounded the corner by the green. For the sake of discretion I went to
the back, and knocked on the kitchen door.
Cynthia appeared after a few moments. She showed me through
to the sitting room at the front of the house. Inside was a small
woman sitting on the sofa by the window. In her thirties I guessed.
Older than me, but considerably younger than my father. She had an
attractive angular face, fairly slim build, and was conservatively
dressed. Post war women’s clothes, which were subject to strict
rationing, didn’t allow for much decadence.
I walked over to her, and held out my hand. She stood up.
“I’m Ray.”
“Molly.”
“I realise this could be awkward. Thank you for coming.”
She nodded and sat down again.
I took the seat opposite her near the door. Cynthia turned to me.
“I’ll leave you two to talk for a few minutes, while I make some
tea.”
She left the room, and closed the door.
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For a few moments we sat in silence. Neither of us was quite sure
how to begin. But since I’d asked for the meeting I thought it was up
to me.
“Did you know my father long?”
“Three years. Well three years that I was seeing him. I’d known
him for a few years before that, just to talk to.”
“How did you meet?”
“Acle sale.”
“By chance?”
“He used to come and buy tea from the stall. He would come
when it was quiet. When everyone else was leaving. We used to talk
while he drank his tea.”
“So you weren’t seeing him before my mother died.”
“No.”
I wondered if she thought I disapproved.
“I’m glad he was with someone. Because I wasn’t here...”
“I know.”
“It’s comforting to know he wasn’t alone.”
“He was lonely though. After your mother died. He used to come
to the sale every Tuesday, but you could tell he wasn’t really
interested anymore. That mischievous look in his eyes was gone.”
“Did he get it back?”
“It took a long time.”
She took out a handkerchief, and wiped tears away from both
eyes.
“I miss him.”
Immediately I felt a lump in my throat. Tears welled up in the
corners of my eyes, slightly blurring my vision.
“I miss him too.”
She was the first person I’d met who really felt something for my
father. The first person who had an immediate emotional response.
And she didn’t hide it. I liked her for that.
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“I think about him every day. I can hear his voice in my head,
saying those little things he used to repeat over and over.”
“God willing?”
“Yes.”
She gave a half smile.
“Which was such an odd thing for your father to say, because he
definitely didn’t believe in God.”
“I know.”
“And I want to believe he’s out there somewhere. I so want to
believe that. But I just don’t. And that makes it harder.”
“You shared a lack of belief?”
“It’s a strange thing to share, but we did.”
I had a hundred questions I wanted to ask. Not all of them
appropriate.
“When did you see him?”
“During the war, as often as we could. As long as we were
careful. After the war, Tuesdays mainly. I’d see him at the sale, and
then I’d let him know if I could get away in the evening.”
“Why the difference?”
“After my husband was demobbed it was harder. But he would go
out with friends on a Tuesday. They used to play cards. So I would
say I was going to my sister’s house. She covered for me. ”
“Did your husband know?”
“I think he suspected I was seeing someone during the war. We
once had a conversation where we agreed not to talk about what
either of us had done when we were apart.”
“Did he suspect it was continuing?”
“I don’t think so.”
“How could you live with your husband, and see my father on a
Tuesday?”
“Once my husband came back I didn’t know what to do. I just
ended up in that situation.”
“What would you have done if my father hadn’t been killed?”
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She shook her head.
“I don’t know.”
“Would you have left your husband and married him?”
“No.”
“Because of your children?”
“It’s not that. I can’t have children. We didn’t find out until after I
was married. When we didn’t have any the hospital tested my
husband. But he was OK. It was me.”
“Did you want to stay with your husband?”
“Look, I don’t think your father would have wanted to marry me.
And I’m not sure I would have wanted to marry him. We both knew
what marriage could become. That wasn’t the reason we were seeing
one another.”
“Why then?”
She paused.
“It was the most dangerous thing I’ve ever done in my life. The
excitement every time I would be on my way to meet him, the fear
of being caught out. I can’t explain it. You would have to experience
it.”
“And you’re sure your husband didn’t know?”
“I can’t say for certain, but I don’t think so.”
“Because I need to know if you can think of any reason why
someone would want to kill my father.”
She was silent for a moment.
“Even if my husband knew, he wouldn’t kill someone. He’d be
more likely to go to the pub with them and talk it out. And in any
case he could only have suspected. I can’t think of any way he could
have found out I was seeing your father.”
“So even if he knew something was going on, he didn’t know
who it was with.”
She nodded.
At that moment the tea arrived. Cynthia came in with a tray, and
put it on the table. There was a china tea pot, complete with tea cosy,
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three cups and saucers, a tea strainer, tiny milk jug, and sugar bowl.
It was the kind of thing which might come out a couple of times a
year, or perhaps if the vicar called unexpectedly one afternoon.
Cynthia poured us each a cup, and added some milk. There was
no sugar in the bowl though. Just some saccharin sweeteners.
“I’m afraid I use all my sugar ration for baking. So I use these in
tea. They’re not bad, but I’d just use one if I were you. If you put too
many in they leave a funny taste in your mouth.”
We sipped our tea.
“I’ve got a question for both of you.”
They looked up.
“Can either of you think of any reason why someone would want
to kill my father?”
They both shook their heads.
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I knocked just before eight. Mrs Brooks answered the door. She
didn’t look pleased to see me, but she wasn’t as hostile as when we’d
crossed paths the last time. I wasn’t invited in, but I wasn’t told to
sling my hook either. No doubt the situation had been explained to
her.
There were footsteps in the hall. After a moment Louisa appeared
in the kitchen.
“One minute Ray.”
“No hurry.”
She disappeared again. Mrs Brooks looked undecided.
“You’d better come in then Ray.”
“Thanks.”
I moved just inside the door, and stood by the kitchen cabinet. It
didn’t seem appropriate to sit down without being asked. Although
had it been six or seven years earlier I wouldn’t have hesitated, and
no one would have expected anything else.
Louisa’s minute turned into two. But eventually she breezed
through the kitchen, and out the back, with me trailing. Just as I was
closing the door she called to her mother.
“Back by ten.”
Her mother didn’t react. It was the end of something she’d
probably been hoping would work out.
“Where was your father?”
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“In the front room. He’s angry with George. He wanted to go and
sort him out. But I said I wanted to do it my way.”
“Probably just as well. I don’t doubt your father’s commitment,
but George can be a handful.”
“I know.”
Louisa got her bike from the shed, released the catch on the
dynamo so it connected with the back wheel, and we set off.
It was a chilly night, but I felt warm. The excitement was making
me nervous. That sense of expectation was definitely in the air.
“How do you feel Louisa?”
“Calm.”
“That’s more than I do.”
“Why?”
“You don’t think he’ll kick off?”
“Not in front of everyone in The Wherry. His pals will be there,
but so will a lot of the old boys from the village. They don’t like
gamekeepers. If he takes one step towards me there’ll be half a
dozen men between me and him in less than a second.”
Safety in numbers. She was right of course. If George was going
to settle scores he would certainly leave it until later. Nevertheless I
still felt on edge as we parked our bikes round the back. It was the
tension that comes from knowing something is going to happen
when someone else doesn’t.
There was no light at the front of the pub. It had been taken away
when the war began, and no one had bothered to put it back. There
was just about enough light from the windows to find the door.
When I walked in with Louisa several heads turned. Someone in
George’s group gave him a nudge. He looked over. Seeing us
together though just seemed to puzzle him. He didn’t know what to
do about it. He stared, but he didn’t come over.
Louisa and I walked up to the bar. I ordered a pint of Adnams for
myself, and whisky for her. I took a sip of my pint. She downed the
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whisky in one, and then banged the glass on the bar a few times until
the conversation stopped, and she had everyone’s attention.
“I’ve got an announcement to make.”
“Are you going to name the day Louisa? George has been putting
it off for long enough.”
“No. I’m not naming the day.”
“What is it then?’
“George has been covering another mare. Gemma Durrant. Seems
her glandular fever was just an excuse to get back to East Aldham.
So the wedding’s off. Sorry to disappoint everyone who was hoping
for a free glass of sherry.”
There was a little nervous laughter.
George went red in the face.
“I’ve done no such thing.”
“You were seen.”
“By who?”
“By whom, George. And that’s the last of your free English
lessons.”
“Who saw me?”
“Ray...”
“And you believe him?”
“...and more importantly by me. In the bird hide. Last Wednesday
night. You went in at ten-thirty, and came out at eleven. Which in
your case must be something of a record.”
The old boys in the corner couldn’t stop laughing.
“She’s got you there George.”
“You might be a gamekeeper, but you got caught out by a poacher
this time.”
“Not the first time he’s been caught out by Ray I don’t expect.”
George stalked across and looked me in they eye.
“Your time will come boy.”
Then he stormed out, banging the door behind him.
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Jack Gymer, Dodger Simmons, and Dionisious Nudd wandered
over more slowly. None of them said anything, but as they passed
they stared me straight in the eye. The message was clear. I may not
have been popular before, but I was a lot less popular now.
Louisa had another whisky, and I finished my pint. Conversation
in the bar returned to normal. Percy Grimmer, the pub landlord,
came over and asked if Louisa wanted a top up. She got through the
first two in double quick time, but she said no to a third.
I turned to face him.
“Sorry we lost you a little trade Percy.”
“Don’t you worry boy. We like a little entertainment on a
Saturday night. It’s good for business. If you let me know when
you’ll be in again I’ll put a board up. Make sure we get a good turn
out.”
He grinned.
“I don’t think we can put that performance on again Percy.”
“The only thing I need is for you to promise me that the next time
you meet George it’ll be in here.”
“You want to sell tickets?”
“I want to take bets.”
“Who’s the favourite?”
“Hard to say boy.”
“Well here’s a tip for you Percy. If the need arises, I’ll take care of
George.”
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In the early hours of Monday morning I was cycling out towards
West Aldham, with part of the night’s catch. Henry and I hadn’t got
the legitimate business up and running yet, so I was still making a
little pocket money selling to Billy.
As I turned the corner near the vicarage, where I’d previously
been ambushed by George and his gang, I had a little surprise.
Ranged across the road were a couple of police cars, and half a
dozen policemen in uniform. To one side was a man in a camel skin
coat, wearing a trilby hat.
As I came to a stop several flashlight beams were aimed in my
direction. The trilby hat stepped forward.
“Come this way son. No point in making a run for it.”
Clearly the game was up. And I had no intention of trying to
outrun two police cars and half dozen uniforms. I had two rabbits on
the handlebars, and another two in the poacher’s pocket. I hoped
they thought it was worth the effort.
I climbed off the bike, and wheeled it towards them. When I got
up to the cordon a uniform took the bike, and the trilby hat came
over to me.
“Ray Grimble?”
“Yes.”
“In the car son.”
A uniform opened the back door of the Rover. I was clearly going
to be travelling in style.
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After I got in there was a bit of activity outside. My bike was
wheeled away, and I could see by the car headlights that the trilby
hat was speaking to the local bobby. I still had two dead rabbits
inside my coat, and nobody had bothered to search me. Maybe they
thought the rabbits on the handlebars were the only ones I’d got on
me. The trouble was the two in the coat weren’t going to go
unnoticed for very long in a warm police station.
I wondered who had set it up. My suspicion was that if George
was unhappy, he might have said something to Lady Hadfield. And
maybe she had the clout to have them come down hard. Normally a
gamekeeper liked to make the catch himself. It was a matter of pride.
But perhaps George had decided to make an exception in my case.
After a little while the trilby hat opened the off side door, and got
in the back seat with me. Four policemen got in the other car and
drove off.
“Now Mr Grimble, we’d better take care of the formalities.”
“Fine with me.”
“Ray Grimble, I am arresting you on suspicion of murder. You do
not have to say anything unless you wish to do so, but anything you
do say will be taken down and may be given in evidence.”
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The interior of the interview room hadn’t changed since I was last
there. A couple of canvas and metal chairs either side of a wooden
table. Painted brickwork, and a barred window. The only difference
was the circumstances. Last time I was providing assistance. Now I
was a suspect.
Everyone was very polite. No one handcuffed me. They didn’t
seem worried about the possibility of escape.
To begin with I sat in the room by myself. I was offered a cup of
tea and a biscuit. Each time the door opened I could see an officer
outside the door, but no one sat with me, and they didn’t put me in
the cells.
Just as it was getting light outside, the plain clothes officer in the
trilby hat came in. Greavey was with him.
“My name is Prentice. Detective Chief Inspector Prentice. And
this is Detective Inspector Greavey who I believe you’ve met
before.”
“I have.”
Prentice and Greavey sat down opposite me. Prentice offered me
a cigarette, which I refused. He took one from the pack, and pulled
out a box of Swan Vestas. After lighting up he took a long draw, and
shook the match to put it out. Then he looked me in they eye.
“Where were you at eleven o’clock last night?”
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I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure what to say. Telling him what
I’d been up to would have opened up a string of offences. He sensed
my reluctance.
“Inspector Greavey and I don’t deal with trespass, or unlicensed
shotguns, or going equipped, and particularly not the Night Poaching
Act of 1828.”
“You might know people who do.”
He smiled.
“Look Mr Grimble, given what I have to deal with, I couldn’t
even be bothered to pass on the paperwork. Anything you tell me
about poaching goes no further.”
I gave it some thought. On balance I thought he was telling the
truth. But I had a natural reluctance to tell the police exactly how I
worked.
“Let me try again Mr Grimble. Where were you last night?”
“At home in bed.”
“And did you stay there?”
“No.”
“What time did you get up?”
“About two-thirty.”
“And what did you do?”
“I had a round of bread and some marmalade, and I made myself
a cup of tea.”
“And then?”
“I had a ride of my bike.”
“Where?”
“Around and about.”
“Ending up where?”
“I think you know the answer to that question.”
“Tell me exactly where you went on your bike.”
“Down the street, up by The Loke, out towards the coast road,
turned right away from the Minns’ place, and stopped a couple of
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hundred yards short of the entrance to the woods on the Hadfield
estate.”
“And then?”
“Lifted the bike over the wall, and went for a walk in the woods.”
“Why?”
“It was a nice night.”
“Do you often go out for a walk at night?”
“Has been known.”
“Did you meet anyone?”
“No.”
“Did you see anyone?”
“No.”
“Do you think anyone saw you?”
“Can’t say for certain, but I don’t think so. There was no sign
anyone else was about.”
“Gamekeepers?”
“In the old days you might not know. But the ones they’ve got
these days? You can hear them coming a mile off.”
“And did you hear anything?”
“No.”
He looked at Greavey. Greavey looked back. But I didn’t see any
sign of communication between them.
“Is there anyone who might have a particular interest in catching
you?”
“Gamekeepers always want to catch anyone on their patch.”
“Does George Thain have a particular reason to want to catch
you?”
“Probably.”
“Why?”
“You want the full list?”
“Go ahead.”
“He used to poach with me before he was a gamekeeper, so he’s
got a point to prove. I’m a conscientious objector, and he certainly
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isn’t. And he was going out with Louisa Brooks, until I caught him
with another woman last week.”
“So there’s a little needle there.”
“You’ve got a gift for understatement Inspector.”
“And is there any lingering resentment on your side?”
“Apart from the fact that he was seeing Louisa for a few years?”
“So it might be easier for you if he wasn’t around.”
“If he buggered off somewhere else I wouldn’t be sorry.”
Prentice looked down at the desk. Then he looked up at me.
“Well in a sense Mr Grimble, he has buggered off somewhere
else. His body was found on waste ground at the back of The Wherry
after closing time last night.”
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The cell door opened, and there was Arnold Hobbs. He stopped in
the doorway, looked at me for a moment or two, then walked inside,
and sat down on the bench alongside me. The cell door closed.
For a moment neither of us said anything. Then we heard heavy
footsteps receding down the corridor. Hobbs leant back against the
wall.
“I may not be the man for the job Mr Grimble.”
“Why’s that?”
“I deal with conveyancing, tax affairs, divorce, inheritance and
other civil matters, but I haven’t represented a man in court for over
ten years, and I’ve never represented anyone accused of murder.”
“There’s a first time for everything.”
“I think you may need someone with criminal experience.”
“I didn’t do it.”
“All the more reason. Most wrongful convictions can be
overturned. But in a murder case it’s less likely. After the sentence
has been carried out no one likes to upset the system by admitting
there may have been a miscarriage of justice.”
“Can you get me someone?”
“I can.”
“Someone good I mean. I may not be able to afford it at this
moment, but we both know I’ll be able to pay the bill in a couple of
months.”
“The man I have in mind is Morris Keynes.”
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“When could he get here?”
“Later today.”
“Do it.”
He pulled a pad of paper out of his briefcase, and took a pen from
the inside pocket of his jacket.
“Give me the details.”
“They arrested me on suspicion of the murder of George Thain.”
“Is he known to you?”
“You could say that.”
“And have you told them anything yet?”
“Where I was last night. That’s all. I asked for you as soon as I
found out who I was supposed to have killed.”
“Don’t answer any more questions. Say you want your solicitor
present.”
“Don’t worry. I’m not going to help anyone put a rope around my
neck.”
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Late in the afternoon, after I’d finally had some sleep, Morris
Keynes sat beside me. Opposite us were Prentice and Greavey.
Neither of them looked in good shape. If they’d been called out at
eleven the previous evening they’d probably been on shift for
eighteen hours, and could have been without sleep for a lot longer.
Keynes was tall, with a pockmarked face, well dressed, and very
businesslike. When I met him in the cell I made sure he understood
there was no question about my innocence. I also told him why I
might be a suspect.
His strategy was clear enough. If you’re guilty, say nothing. If
you’re innocent, answer every question in a simple and
straightforward way. Don’t let them get under your skin. Don’t get
annoyed. Don’t complicate things.
Prentice started off.
“I want to go back a little in time Mr Grimble. What were you
doing yesterday evening?”
“I had tea at six, and listened to the news on the radio. Then I read
the paper for about an hour, and went to bed probably around seventhirty.”
“Why so early?”
“I knew I was getting up at two-thirty, and I like to get about
seven hours sleep.”
“So you have no alibi for that period.”
“No.”
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“Convenient don’t you think?”
“Inconvenient I would say. If I’d known George Thain was going
to be murdered I’d have made sure I was out drinking with half a
dozen police officers, not one below the rank of Inspector. But since
I didn’t know that, it never occurred to me I’d need an alibi.”
“We have witnesses who tell us you had an altercation with Mr
Thain.”
“I had several.”
“About?”
“George was in the infantry. He took exception to my stand.”
“As a conscientious objector?”
“Yes. And when he was demobbed, he took up with my girlfriend.
So he wasn’t too pleased when I showed up again.”
“You had an argument about this?”
“He turned up on my doorstep with some of his pals, and
threatened to burn me out.”
“And what did you do?”
“I told him to sling his hook, or he’d end up in the dyke.”
“I’m told you had an argument in The Wherry.”
“He had a go at me there a few days later. Tried to get me barred.”
“That must have annoyed you.”
“It did.”
“I’m told it became physical.”
“He lay in wait for me. Him and his pals. So I put him down, and
kicked him once to make sure he didn’t get up.”
“Not the kind of behaviour one would expect from a
conscientious objector.”
“My objection is to killing people. It doesn’t extend to allowing
myself to be beaten by idiots.”
“Would you kill someone to stop that from happening?”
“No. But if someone wants a fist fight I’d sooner oblige than turn
the other cheek.”
“And what if he came after you with a shotgun?”
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“If someone comes after you with a shotgun, and they have the
intention of killing you, there’s probably not much you can do about
it.”
“Unless you yourself were similarly armed.”
“Unless that.”
“And what would you do in those circumstances?”
“Hard to say. I’ve never been in that position. But I have been in
front of a tribunal Inspector, and they’re probably better at trying to
trip up conshies than you are.”
He smiled.
“I used to sit on one of those tribunals Mr Grimble, so I’m
equally at home discussing the ethics of killing.”
“Good for you.”
“And I’m still curious to know what you would do if you had a
shotgun in your hand, and someone was trying to kill you.”
“I genuinely don’t know. I would try not to end up in that
situation in the first place.”
“But if it did happen?”
I shook my head.
“I hope I’m never faced with that decision.”
Prentice turned over a sheet of paper, and examined a typed list.
“This afternoon we executed a search warrant at your home Mr
Grimble. And something seems to be missing.”
“What’s that?”
“Your shotgun.”
I smiled.
“Where’s your shotgun Mr Grimble?”
“I don’t own one.”
“I know you don’t have a licence, but since your business is
poaching I find it hard to believe you don’t have one.”
“I use nets, and snares, and ferrets. If you start shooting at night it
isn’t hard for the gamekeepers to find you.”
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“Even so, it might act as a deterrent. A gamekeeper might be wary
of a poacher with a shotgun.”
“They might. But evading gamekeepers isn’t what it was. Before
the war it was a good game. But this new generation are clumsy, and
lazy. They’re never up in the middle of the night, and when they are
about you can hear them a mile off. You don’t need a shotgun, you
just need patience and a good pair of ears.”
He turned over another piece of paper, and read a few notes.
“Did you tell Percy Grimmer that if the need arose, you would
take care of George?”
“I did.”
“And what did you mean by that?”
“Exactly what I said.”
“Elaborate.”
“When George was on his way out of The Wherry, after Louisa
told him the wedding was off, he told me my time would come. I
took that as a threat, and so did Percy. I was telling Percy that if it
came to a fight, I would win.”
“But you actually said you would take care of him. Do you know
what the implication of that is Mr Grimble?”
“I do. But that isn’t what I meant. I’ve just explained to you what
was on my mind when I said it.”
Prentice turned to Greavey.
“Anything else Inspector?”
“The Durrant girl sir.”
“Ah, yes. I understand you were following Gemma Durrant in an
effort to prove George Thain was seeing her.”
“I was.”
“With a view to what?”
“Ending his relationship with Louisa Brooks.”
“So you could step in?”
“I didn’t like to see her fooled.”
“And George Thain was engaged to Louisa Brooks am I right?”
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“He was.”
“So in doing this you were upsetting his plans considerably. And
it would be understandable if he was more than a little upset.”
“I’ve known Louisa a long time. I was more interested in saving
her from a marriage that wouldn’t have worked. I used to hang
around with George before the war, and I knew what he was like. He
never seemed like husband material to me.”
“And why was that?”
“In my book it’s not acceptable to be engaged to one girl, while
seeing another girl in the bird hide a couple of nights a week, given
that I don’t think George has any particular interest in ornithology.”
“You seem to have been deliberately poking him with a stick Mr
Grimble. It wouldn’t be unreasonable for him to be angry about
that.”
“I’m sure he was. But the intention wasn’t to make him angry, the
intention was to help Louisa.”
“And if he was angry. And if he had confronted you outside The
Wherry with a shotgun, what would you have done?”
Morris Keynes made his first intervention.
“That’s a hypothetical question Inspector. My client has already
told you that didn’t happen. I’m advising him not to answer the
question.”
Prentice smiled.
“Surely I’m allowed one hypothetical Mr Keynes?”
“You’ve had several already Inspector, but I let them go because
they were concerned with my client’s principles. But I’m not letting
my client answer a question which invites him to describe to you
how he might have committed the crime, when he has already told
you he wasn’t at The Wherry at the time the crime was committed.”
“Maybe a couple of questions about what your client thinks?”
“Go ahead Inspector.”
Prentice turned back to me.
“Do you think George Thain killed your father?”
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“Why would he do that?”
“I don’t know. I’m asking you.”
“No reason I can think of.”
“Do you think the man who killed your father also killed George
Thain?”
“If I had any idea who killed my father I might be able to answer
that question. But at the moment I don’t have a clue who killed
either of them.”
Prentice looked at Greavey. Greavey thought for a moment, and
then shook his head. Prentice turned back to us.
“I think we’re finished then.”
Keynes put his notes in his briefcase. As he stood up he blocked
the route to the door.
“So when will you be releasing my client Inspector.”
“I can’t say at this stage Mr Keynes.”
“Because from what I can see, you have suspicion, but no
evidence. And if you want to hold my client beyond the early hours
of tomorrow morning you will certainly need evidence.”
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My release came at two in the morning. I was nine miles from
home. There were no buses or trains. And in 1947, at that time in the
morning, in a provincial seaside town out of season, there were no
taxis either.
Luckily I’d been taken into custody in a long poacher’s greatcoat,
designed for bad weather, and I was discharged wearing the same
coat. It was a bit lighter than when I was arrested though, because
someone had pinched the rabbits.
I began the long walk back to East Aldham. It gave me time to
think. Someone had killed my father, and now someone had killed
George. I wondered how the two things could be linked.
It did occur to me that the person who killed George would
almost certainly realise suspicion would fall on me. And if someone
was out to get me, I wondered just how far they might go.
Self defence began to look like a problem which needed to be
addressed urgently. It was certainly more than just the theoretical
proposition I had confronted when answering questions at the
tribunal in 1940.
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Billy Tungate’s friend seemed my best bet. I took the Eastern
Counties bus to Cromer on Wednesday morning. It was a long
journey. Just before lunch I walked down the sea front, with my
father’s large canvas holdall in my hand. It was cold, and the waves
were crashing against the sea wall, the white foam glistening in the
winter sun.
Jimmy Myhill’s shop was located down Allen Row, a side street
running back towards the town centre. He sold fishing tackle. The
shelves were full of handmade rods, nets, flies, hooks, weights, and
all the things I had no interest in. There aren’t many freshwater fish
in Norfolk which are good to eat.
Fishing tackle was Jimmy’s legitimate business. But as with all
things in Norfolk, there was more to Jimmy’s shop than you might
initially think.
I walked in. Jimmy was halfway through a sandwich, and had a
cup of steaming hot tea on the counter.
“Jimmy. Remember me?”
He looked at me. Trying to drag up the memory.
“Silk nets?”
I nodded.
“Billy Tungate sent you.”
“He did.”
“I remember.”
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“Well I’ve decided to branch out. Thought I might like to do a
little shooting.”
Jimmy thought about it for a moment or two.
“Turn the sign round on the door, and lock it. I was just about to
close for lunch anyway.”
I did as I was asked, and then followed Jimmy out to the back
room of the shop. Beyond that was a little courtyard and some out
buildings, where Jimmy kept everything you might need for
poaching. He took some keys out of his pocket, and removed the
padlock from what looked like the coal bunker. Inside, up against the
back wall, was a wooden carpenter’s chest. He lifted the lid.
Underneath some sacking were a selection of second hand shotguns.
He turned to me.
“I take it you haven’t bothered with documentation.”
“Not so far.”
Shotguns weren’t licensed as strictly as firearms, but you were
supposed to have a shotgun certificate. In the countryside though
there were plenty of illegally held weapons.
“Want to have a look through?”
I glanced into the box. I couldn’t immediately see anything which
had been looked after.
“Got anything in good nick that shoots straight?”
He rummaged in the box, and came up with an old hammerless
side by side, which he handed to me. I broke the gun and took a
good look. It had the Anson and Deeley boxlock action. The trigger
block safety was better than the more old fashioned hammer block,
so it had that in its favour, but it was engrained with dirt. I checked
the ejector, and the safety catch.
“Have you used it?”
“Fired it a couple of times.”
“Regulation?”
“It’s within the spread of the shot. Could be slightly out at forty
yards, but it’s too small to notice.”
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I looked down the barrels.
“Pity you didn’t clean it afterwards.”
He smiled.
“It was like that when I got it. Any cleaning is down to you.”
“And if I can’t get on with it?”
“Bring it back. There’s plenty of others you can try.”
I thought about it. There wasn’t much wrong with it that a good
clean wouldn’t put right.
“Cartridges?”
“Got those too.”
“How much for the shotgun and a couple of boxes of cartridges?”
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When I got back I found a note lying on the mat.
I	 will	 be	 here	 at	 7.	 I	 want	 to	 talk	 to	 you.
It was Louisa’s handwriting. So I could imagine what the
conversation was going to be about. First things first though.
I got the shotgun, rags, and cleaning materials out on the kitchen
table. First I disassembled what I could, and then began cleaning it
up bit by bit. It was a long process. I hadn’t cleaned a gun since
before the war. And then generally under the supervision of my
father, who was very particular.
After cleaning the action with rags and a toothbrush, he used
lubricants sparingly. But if he thought he could run it dry without
causing damage he usually would. I would generally make do with
tiny dabs of oil or grease, depending on whether I wanted to
lubricate or protect.
When I finished I tightened everything up, wiped down the whole
gun, and applied a very thin covering of clean oil to the exterior. I
enjoyed the whole process, and I particularly liked the smell. Just as
I liked the smell of boatyards in the spring. Or fresh tarmac.
After I’d cleaned up and had my tea, there was a knock on the
door.
“Come in.”
Louisa poked her head round the door.
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“I’ve just finished my tea, so I was about to make something to
drink. Do you want one?”
“I wouldn’t mind a coffee.”
“Camp is all I’ve got. Coffee and chicory mix.”
“Fine.”
She sat down at the kitchen table.
“What on earth have you been doing in here?”
“Eating.”
“Eating what?’
“I got some ham from Billy.”
“Lucky so and so. In exchange for rabbits I presume.”
“My lips are sealed.”
“But it smells industrial in here, not domestic.”
“I’ve been cleaning some equipment.”
I didn’t tell her what.
The kettle boiled. I made two camp coffees, and added some
saccharin sweeteners.
I sat down. She took a sip of her coffee, and looked at me. I
wasn’t sure what to say. Eventually I thought I had to say something.
“I was sorry to hear about George.”
She nodded. Didn’t say anything for a moment, and then looked
up.
“Dad said you were arrested.”
“Word travels fast.”
“What happened?”
“They said I had a motive. But they didn’t have any evidence. So
I was released.”
I think she wanted to ask if I’d done it. Even though I’m sure she
knew I hadn’t. I helped her out.
“I told them it wasn’t me.”
“Did they believe you?”
“No idea. But I was in bed at the time, preparing for a night out.”
“Who would have done it?”
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“I don’t know.”
“And why?”
“Don’t know that either. Has anyone told you what happened?”
“According to Percy it was after closing time, and George was the
last to leave. Percy let him out, closed the door, and a couple of
minutes later heard the shot. To begin with he just thought someone
was out shooting. But he heard a moaning noise out the back, so he
got a torch and went to have a look. He found George.”
“He wasn’t dead?”
“He was by the time the police arrived.”
“And he didn’t tell Percy who did it?”
“He wasn’t really conscious apparently. Just moaning and making
wheezing noises.”
We both sat and thought about that for a moment.
“I didn’t want to see him dead Louisa.”
“Nor me.”
“I just didn’t want him seeing you.”
“I know.”
For a while neither of us knew what to say. We just sat there
drinking our coffee.
“Does this have anything to do with your father Ray?”
“I’ve been asking myself the same question.”
“Or the man your father killed?”
“They don’t even know who that is now. After Cairns turned up
and said it wasn’t him.”
“Cairns?”
“They thought the body buried in south dyke field was Jeremiah
Cairns. But he turned up at Yarmouth police station alive and well.”
“So the man your father killed...”
I shook my head.
“They don’t know who he is. And neither do I.”
“So there might be a connection between that man and George.”
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“There might be. And there’s the obvious connection between my
father and George.”
“Which is?”
“Ever since George was demobbed he’s been the gamekeeper on
the Hadfield estate, and my father was poaching there.”
“No reason for anyone to be killed over that.”
“I know.”
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A farm labourer I knew delivered an invitation. Except it wasn’t
exactly an invitation. My presence was required. But I didn’t know
why.
I cycled out past the woods. About a mile further on some
ornamental gates were set into the hedgerow on the left hand side. I
turned up the drive, but had to get off the bike, because you can’t
ride on deep gravel without falling off. When I finally made it to the
front of the house I leaned my bike up against the ivy, and knocked
loudly.
Bellingham came to the door. He knew who I was.
“I understand she wants to see me.”
He stood to one side and let me in.
“If you would like to wait in the library sir.”
“Thanks.”
It was a comfortable room, but small for a library. More like a
good size study with bookshelves. The books were in glass fronted
cabinets, so no one would ever have to dust them.
I barely had time to open my jacket when Lady Hadfield walked
in. She was about sixty, tall, with an angular face. You could see she
would have been attractive in her youth.
“Good morning Mr Grimble.”
“Good morning Mrs Hadfield.”
She gave me a stern look, which quickly dissolved into a half
smile.
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“Like father, like son?”
“Maybe.”
“I remember your father once told me he would abolish the
monarchy, the house of lords, all titles and privileges, and the
honours system.”
“I didn’t agree with my father about everything, but I did agree
with him about that.”
“Are you sure he didn’t just indoctrinate you?”
“Can’t be sure about anything. But when I disagreed with him I
said so.”
“Hence the falling out?”
“Hence that.”
She turned away from me and looked out of the window for a
moment. Then she turned back.
“When I first met your father, he also called me Mrs Hadfield.”
“I know.”
“And do you know how we resolved that?”
“No.”
“I said he should call me Laura. As if we had known one another
for years.”
“How did that work out?”
“We became close friends.”
“I didn’t know.”
“No. I don’t suppose you did.”
She turned back to the window.
“Come and look at the view Mr Grimble.”
I walked over.
“What do you think of it?”
“Impressive.”
“Do you like the estate?”
“I do.”
“Your father loved it. And he believed it belonged as much to him
as it did to me.”
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“How did you feel about that?”
“I thought he was right. But I also thought it was my
responsibility to look after it.”
We both stood there for a few moments admiring the view down
the slight hill, and across to the church.
“I twice offered your father a job.”
“As what?”
“Gamekeeper the first time.”
“I can guess how that turned out.”
“Quite. But then after seeing the error of my ways I asked if he
would like to be the estate manager.”
“And?”
“He turned me down again. But we did reach an agreement.”
“Which was?”
She walked over to the desk, and sat down on an elegant French
dining chair.
“Come and sit down.”
I sat in a small leather armchair opposite her.
“Your father probably made the right decision, particularly after
the war broke out. I should think he made more money from selling
rabbits than I could have paid him.”
“He did well.”
“And with meat rationing still in force I imagine you also could
do well.”
“Maybe.”
“And from what I hear Mr Grimble, you are moving in that
direction.”
“I’ve been making enquiries about picking up the rights to the
Catchpole and Taylor land.”
She nodded.
“Now I may seem to be acting with undue haste, but my estate
can’t function without a gamekeeper for very long. So although it
may seem callous I need to replace George as quickly as possible.”
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“That’s not a job for me.”
“I know. But until I appoint someone, and even after that, I need
eyes and ears.”
I gave her a quizzical look.
“How would that work?”
“Oh come on Mr Grimble. You and I both know you poach
rabbits on my land several nights a week. If anything is going on,
you will know. In my book it’s always worth speaking to the person
who is most likely to know what’s happening.”
I thought it best not to admit to anything.
“Tell me about the arrangement you had with my father.”
“Your father was an honest man. He poached rabbits. I’m not
saying he might not have taken the odd pheasant if he found one in
the woods, but he took wild game. He didn’t touch the game birds
we rear for the shoots. Never touched the pens, never interfered with
my business in any way.”
“So you let him get away with it?”
“We had an understanding. Helped by the fact that I liked him.
And it didn’t do any harm for him to be about at night.”
“Why?”
“The biggest poaching losses come from gangs of men who try to
steal from the pens. And with the war on, and a meat shortage, that
was an increasing danger. Your father was quieter, cleverer, and
more resourceful than any gamekeeper I’ve ever known. If anyone
could alert us to what was happening he could.”
“So what do you want from me?”
“Take all the rabbits you want, as long as everyone thinks you’re
poaching. Keep your eyes and ears open. If you hear or see anything
tell me. Or when we’ve got a new gamekeeper, tell him. And don’t
worry about the hour. I’m happy to be woken in the night. We can
have the police, the gamekeeper, and the estate workers out there
quickly if need be.”
“And this is why my father never got caught poaching?”
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“Not by us at any rate.”
I thought back to the magistrate’s court. We probably would have
been in the clear, but my father couldn’t admit he’d been tacitly
allowed to do it.
“There’s something I can’t help wondering.”
“Go on.”
“Did any of these poaching gangs know my father was informing
for you?”
“No one knew.”
“Because my father is dead, and now so is George. And the one
thing they have in common is that they were both stopping poaching
gangs on your land.”
“It was just between me and your father. And this time it will be
just between me and you.”
“I haven’t agreed to anything yet.”
She gave me a knowing smile.
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The police wanted to talk to Louisa, and she didn’t want them to
do it at her parent’s house. So she arranged to attend the police
station in Yarmouth. I volunteered to go into town with her.
While she was being questioned I went to the tea room on the top
floor of Palmers department store. I took a book with me, and settled
into a seat in the corner, where I could watch the comings and
goings.
Restaurants were off the ration, so you could get a three course
meal for under five shillings, but only one course could contain fish,
game, or poultry. To see me through until she came back I ordered
cocoa, which was a rare treat as chocolate was part of a very small
sweet ration.
After an hour or so she came in, took off her coat, and sat down.
She didn’t look upset, but she did look tired.
“How was it?”
“Baffling.”
“Why?”
“I answered about a hundred questions, and none of them seemed
to be connected.”
“To George?”
“To each other.”
“Like?’
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“They would ask something about when and where I used to meet
him, and then the next question would be about what he did before
the war, and then something about how much he used to drink.”
“Maybe they already know some things, and they’re just filling in
the gaps.”
“It was very odd. And I can’t get used to talking about him in the
past tense.”
“I know. Same thing with my father.”
“They kept pulling me up on it.”
I shook my head.
“It isn’t as if I don’t know he’s dead.”
The waitress arrived. Rabbit stew was on the menu, but I couldn’t
face it, so I had the chicken casserole, even though I knew it would
contain very little chicken and quite a lot of root vegetables. Louisa
had the same.
“Did the police ask you anything about gang poaching?”
“No.”
“Did George ever mention gang poaching?”
“Not to me.”
“To anyone?”
“Not that I know of. He used to talk to my father about what he
did on the estate, but I never heard him talk about that.”
“Did he ever mention losing birds from the pens?”
“To be honest we didn’t talk about his work. It didn’t interest
me.”
I didn’t say anything.
“Why Ray?”
“Just interested.”
“I know you Ray. Something made you ask.”
“It’s a half formed idea. And I could be completely wrong.”
When we were finished I ordered coffee. It was ersatz probably,
but I still preferred it to tea, particularly after a meal. As we were
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drinking from the small cups I plucked up the courage to ask the
question I’d wanted to ask for about a week.
“Given what’s happened Louisa, how do you feel?”
She thought about it.
“Angry.”
“Angry with George?”
“Angry with you and with George.”
“I can understand that.”
“Can you?”
“I can’t experience it, but I can understand it.”
“You would have to experience it.”
“I would have to experience it to feel it, but I’m talking about
understanding why you feel that way.”
“But you can’t possibly understand how I feel.”
“No.”
Sometimes people don’t want you to understand.
“Tell me why you’re angry with me.”
She took a sip of her coffee.
“Because you deliberately set out to find something to break us
up.”
“Half true.”
“Which half?”
“To begin with I was interested in finding out what tactics George
had for catching poachers. It turned out he didn’t really have any.
But in the course of that I found he was meeting someone. I didn’t
tell you because I didn’t think you would believe me. Then one day I
happened to see him going to Gemma’s house when her parents were
out. That was the point when I decided I was going to find out what
was going on, and tell you about it.”
“For my own good?”
“Well I didn’t do it for my good.”
“Really?”
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“What good was it going to do me? You’d already been kind
enough to make it very clear what you thought about being in a
relationship with me if you remember.”
She didn’t say anything to that, which I took as a good sign, since
she could easily have said nothing had changed.
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Billy and I were sitting in the back of the butcher’s shop after he
closed early on Saturday. I’d come to pick up my cash for the week’s
catch. And as usual we were having a chat and a cup of tea.
“Has anyone ever poached game birds from the Hadfields?”
“Probably.”
“I mean out of the pens.”
“What? Pinched the lot?”
“Yes.”
“Not that I can remember. You need a gang for that. And
transport. Not thinking of doing it are you?”
“No. Just wondered if it had ever been done.”
“Don’t think so.”
“Has it happened anywhere else round here?”
“Recently?”
“Any time.”
“People have certainly lost birds that way. Particularly before the
war.”
“Nothing in the last few months?”
“Nothing in the last few years that I can recall.”
“Why?”
“Petrol rationing for one thing. From 1942 to the end of the war
there was no petrol for private use. And even now you don’t get
much. Any crime that needs lorries or cars must be hit by lack of
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petrol. And if they stop you, and dip your tank and find dye in it,
then you’ll go down for that alone, never mind anything else.”
“How did my father get petrol for Henry Rigg’s van?”
“Business use. Same as me.”
“So do you think the Hadfields would be worried by the
possibility of theft from the pens?”
“Probably. If you’ve got something valuable, you might well be
worried about someone taking it away. And with the meat ration the
way it is, this is the time it could start happening again.”
We both sipped our tea. There was a question hanging in the air.
And since Billy hadn’t volunteered the information I guessed he
didn’t want to answer it. But I needed to know.
“Before the war Billy. Did you ever buy poached game birds in
any quantity?”
“There’s a limit to what I could shift boy. But I was offered it on
occasion.”
“By who?”
He shook his head.
“I want to know Billy.”
“This have something to do with your father?”
“Might do.”
“You have to understand I don’t know much. One person
approaches you. A van turns up, off loads what you want. You pay in
cash. They drive away. You don’t know the driver, or anyone else
involved.”
“Did you know the person you made the deal with?”
He nodded.
“Who was that Billy?”
He didn’t say anything. I let him think about it. No point in saying
anything else once you’ve made your pitch.
“There’s a couple of things I want you to understand.”
“What’s that?”
“The first is that this doesn’t go any further.”
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“Can’t promise that Billy. I want to find the man who killed my
father.”
“Well I can’t imagine what this would have to do with any of
that.”
“Tell me anyway. If it turns out the two things aren’t related then
my lips are sealed.”
He got up out of the chair, walked over to the bench, and topped
up his cup of tea.
“I’m loyal to anyone I do business with. And I would never tell
anyone about the business I do with you.”
“I appreciate that. But I think my father was preventing poaching
gangs from getting on the Hadfield land. And George might have
been involved in that too. And now they’re both dead. So I need a
way in.”
He came back to the table, sat down, and took a sip of his tea.
“You didn’t get this from me.”
“OK.”
“And I’m not saying anything about any of my dealings.”
“Also OK.”
“But if you wanted to know how it was organised before the war,
the person to talk to would be Sam Miller.
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I rode out to what my father referred to as Willie Lott’s cottage. I
went in the evening, since that was the time when Sam Miller was
generally in. His wife showed me through to the front room, where
Sam was reading his paper. As I went in he folded it up, and stuffed
it down the side of the chair.
“How are you getting on boy?”
“Not bad.”
He pointed to the chair opposite, and signalled for me to sit down.
“Did you find the money?”
“I did.”
He smiled.
“I knew there was money there somewhere.”
“You were right.”
“How much if you don’t mind my asking?”
“Looks like fifteen grand plus a house.”
He whistled through his teeth. His eyebrows came together in a
puzzled expression, as if he couldn’t understand it.
“He had a bigger business than I think even you suspected.”
“Must have been.”
“He bought the rights to the Catchpole and Taylor land up the
coast, and was selling to a wholesale butcher in Wigan.”
He shook his head.
“There’s always money to be made in a war, if you can just think
how to do it.”
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“Looks that way.”
“If there’s a shortage there’s a need. All you have to do is work
out how to fill it.”
“Well looks like he did that all right.”
“Fifteen grand eh? Pity I’m not on commission.”
I laughed.
“What I really want is to talk to you about what happened before
the war.”
“Go ahead. I’ll tell you what I know.”
“How about gang poaching.”
He pursed his lips.
“That’s an interesting subject.”
“Why’s that?”
“A lot of people round here think poaching is fair enough, and a
poacher is a bit of a lad. But gang poaching’s another matter. They
think that’s just theft, and gang poachers are criminals.”
“And what do you think?”
“The people who lose game birds can probably afford it.”
“OK.”
“And they probably have plenty of meat to eat while the rest of us
don’t. Not much reason to feel sorry for them.”
“And before the war?”
“Pretty much the same thing, except there was no meat shortage.”
He gave me a long look.
“What do you think Ray?”
“I’m not much interested in the rights and wrongs of it.”
“What are you interested in?”
“Whether my father ever had a problem with anyone involved in
it.”
“Oh.”
He looked genuinely surprised that I should think that. After a
moment he shook his head.
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“I can’t say I ever heard anything of that sort. But it’s possible
your father might not have approved of it. If he had a view about
something he was stubborn. You couldn’t shift him.”
“That was him.”
“You think this might have something to do with why he was
killed?”
“Maybe.”
“Why?”
“I can’t tell you. I was told something which made me wonder if
he and George might have come up against the same problem.”
He thought about it.
“As far as I know it isn’t going on round here anymore.”
“When was the last time you knew it was happening for certain?”
“1942.”
“Before petrol for private use was withdrawn?”
“Yes.”
“But you can get petrol on the ration now.”
“You can. And maybe they’re at it again, but I haven’t heard
about it.”
“Did you know who was doing it before the war?”
“I did, and no doubt so did your father. But I can’t think
something he knew before the war would get him killed in 1946.”
“And who was involved before the war?”
He shook his head.
“Who told you I knew about this?”
“Just a hunch.”
He gave grim smile.
“You must think I was born yesterday.”
“Someone mentioned your name.”
“Same person who thinks your father’s death is related to this?”
“No. I got two different bits of information from two different
people.”
“Two and two make five I suppose.”
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“I might be completely wrong. All I want is the chance to find
out.”
He was beginning to get grumpy.
“I can guess who grassed me up. Billy Tungate never could keep
his trap shut.”
“Well I’m not going to grass anyone up Sam. For gang poaching
or anything else. I’m just trying to find out who killed my father.”
“I don’t think I can help you.”
“Why not?”
“The bloke I used to know buggered off before the war. Left his
wife and went back up to Nottingham. So you’ll have a long trip if
you want to speak to him.”
“Who was that then?”
“Mickey Dyer.”
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I rode up to the end of The Loke, jumped off the bike, almost
threw it in the hedge, and ran up the path. I hammered on the door.
Mrs Brooks answered.
“For goodness sake Ray, it’s nearly nine.”
“I need to speak to Louisa.”
“She’s just about to have some supper.”
“I still need to see her.”
“Can’t it wait until tomorrow?”
“This is about tomorrow.”
Reluctantly she moved to one side.
“You’d better come in then.”
I stepped into the back kitchen, and waited while Mrs Brooks
went to fetch her. When she came through her mother was with her.
Neither of them looked pleased to see me.
“What is it Ray?”
“I need some help tomorrow.”
“I’m in school.”
“After school.”
“What is it that’s so urgent?”
Her mother was busy making some tea. She had her back to me,
so I indicated to Lousia with my thumb that we should go outside.
She shook her head and grimaced.
“Come through to my room.”
Mrs Brooks looked up.
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“Five minutes mum, then I’ll be through for supper.”
We went through to the hall, and into Louisa’s room. She closed
the door. I hadn’t been in there for seven years. It seemed like
progress.
“Now what is it that’s so urgent Ray?”
“I’ve just come back from Sam Miller’s house. He’s given me
some information about what was going on before the war. And the
woman I need to speak to lives in Scratby. I want to go and talk to
her, and I want a witness. If we go tomorrow after school her son
will be at work, and she told me her daughter-in-law goes out to see
her sister on a Thursday afternoon. So she’ll be in the house by
herself, and that means she’s much more likely to tell us the truth.”
Louisa gave me a quizzical look.
“I presume you know Ray that what you’ve just said makes no
sense whatsoever.”
I took a deep breath.
“OK. It does make sense, but the explanation is a long one.”
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Louisa came out of school dead on three-thirty. During the half
hour ride to Scratby I told her the full story. It wasn’t exactly the full
story, because there was a lot I didn’t know. But the one thing I did
know was that Cynthia Dyer hadn’t told me everything.
We parked our bikes round the back of the terrace, and I knocked
on the kitchen door. After a while I could hear some movement
inside. The latch flicked up and Cynthia opened the door. She looked
surprised to see me.
“Ray. What are you doing here?”
“I want to ask you a couple more questions about my father.”
She looked at Louisa.
“This is a friend of mine. Louisa Brooks. We were out together
for a ride, and as we were passing I thought we’d drop in.”
She nodded, and reluctantly invited us in.
“Better take a seat at the table Ray. There’s no fire in the front
room today. Coal’s a bit short, and I wasn’t expecting guests.”
“The kitchen’s fine.”
Louisa unbuttoned her coat, and sat down on a chair by the
window. I took the table seat, and Cynthia sat opposite me. We
weren’t offered any refreshments.
Cynthia looked at me.
“You’ve got about half an hour. Sophie comes back from her
sister’s at quarter to five to help me with the tea.”
“We’ll be gone by then.”
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Cynthia looked across at Louisa.
“Does she know?”
“She’s a close friend. We don’t have any secrets.”
“Only I don’t want my wrongdoings spread all around the
villages.”
Louisa gave her a sincere look.
“I won’t say a word to anyone Mrs Dyer.”
Cynthia pointed to me.
“He wasn’t supposed to tell anyone either, but it looks like he’s
told you.”
I took a deep breath.
“We’re both trying to find out what happened to my father. It
helps to have someone to talk to about it.”
She shook her head. The disapproval wasn’t going to be easy to
overcome, since she wasn’t going to like the direction of my
questions.
“What did your husband do for a living by the way?”
“He worked on the land.”
“As?”
“He worked for a local farmer. Did whatever needed to be done.
Like all the labourers round here.”
“And what happened to him?”
“He left me.”
“Why?”
“What’s that got to do with what you’re looking into?”
I gave her a surprised look. She relented.
“It was long over with your father by that time.”
“When would this have been?”
“Ten years ago.”
“Where did he go?”
“Back to Nottingham, where he came from.”
“Have you got an address?”
“What?”
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“An address where I could reach him.”
“What would you want to do that for?”
“I think my father might have been involved in some way with
gang poaching. And when I was speaking to a friend of his
yesterday, he said the person to talk to about gang poaching before
the war was Mickey Dyer.”
She shook her head.
“You’re on the wrong track there. Your father didn’t have any
time for gang poaching. Him and Mickey never worked together.”
“Did they know one another?”
“Not in the sense you mean. Your father knew who Mickey was
of course. Mickey knew your father from the sales and the market,
but he didn’t know about me and your father.”
“Are you sure about that?”
“Sure as I can be.”
“And why did Mickey leave you?”
“We hadn’t got on for twenty years by that time. Our boy was
grown. I expect he just got fed up with it.”
“He didn’t tell you?”
“He was here one day, and the next day he’d gone. He took one
bag with him. And I thought good riddance.”
“No regrets?”
Cynthia looked at Louisa
“Would you regret seeing the last of a man who beat you?”
Louisa’s face changed colour. The deep red seemed to warm the
room.
Cynthia turned back to me.
“You hit her?”
“Never. Never have and never would.”
She gave Louisa a long look.
“We both know what men are like. They hit you and then they’re
sorry. You think having that passion is a sign they really care. You
love them more for it. But I’ll tell you girl, if you have a choice
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between a man who hits you, and a man who doesn’t. Pick the one
who doesn’t.”
“I take it my father never hit you.”
“He wouldn’t have. It wasn’t in his nature.”
“Did he know Mickey hit you?”
“Mickey didn’t start knocking me around until long after I
stopped seeing your father. With Mickey it started as indifference,
turned into anger, and then it became a war.”

253

71

The Flegg Rural District Council office seemed like the best
starting point. If Cynthia was thirty-nine in 1919, when she met my
father, that meant she probably married Mickey around 1901 or just
after.
Miss Clift saw me come in through the door. She kept her eye on
me as I approached the desk.
“Any luck Mr Grimble?”
“Yes.”
I told her how far I’d got. She was clearly interested.
“So what can we help you with today?”
“I want to find Cynthia Dyer’s marriage certificate.”
“Any particular reason?”
“Just a hunch.”
“And where do you want to start?”
“January 1901.”
I explained the maths to her.
“I thought I’d start there, and work my way forward. If I don’t
find it I’ll start working backwards.”
She looked at me over the top of her half glasses.
“You’re a fast learner Mr Grimble.”
“Or perhaps you’re a good teacher.”
I got a smile. That was the second one. Maybe she wasn’t as
fierce as I’d first thought.
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I sat down at the table in the back, reserved for public searches.
She brought me the registers, and I began to look through them. I
was scanning the husband’s column for the surname Dyer. It didn’t
take as long as my previous visit.
Just as Miss Clift was bringing me the register for 1903, I found
Michael Dyer. He had married Cynthia on the 5th December 1902. I
sat looking at it for a moment.
“Is that the one Mr Grimble?”
“It is.”
“And have you found what you’re looking for?”
“Maybe.”
I pointed to the husband’s address, which was recorded in the
register as 16 Mount Pleasant Hill, Nottingham.
“I presume, since he came from Nottingham, that he must have
given his parent’s address.”
“Most people give their parent’s address Mr Grimble.”
“What are the chances they still live there?”
She did the maths in her head.
“Just over forty-four years. And they were probably in their
forties when their son married. They’d be in their eighties by now.”
“Apparently when Mickey split up with Cynthia ten years ago he
went back to Nottingham. So maybe he lives there now.”
She looked at me.
“I do hope you’ll let me know what you find out Mr Grimble.”
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Someone put a note through the door. Lady Hadfield wanted to
see me again. I could guess what it was about.
The weather was bitterly cold. Even with a substantial coat on,
together with hat and gloves, cycling was becoming a bit of a chore.
The north-east wind whipped its way across the marshes straight
from Russia. Cycling into it could freeze you to the bone, despite the
usually warming effects of exercise. January 1947 was not a good
place to be, and worse was yet to come.
Bellingham showed me in once again. He could see how cold I
was, and offered me a cup of tea, which I gratefully accepted. This
time I was allowed into a more substantial sitting room, with a coal
fire at one end. It still hadn’t reached a comfortable temperature, so I
kept my coat on.
Lady Hadfield was also well wrapped up. She breezed in, wearing
a scarf, and several jumpers.
“Mr Grimble.”
“Mrs Hadfield.”
“Perhaps you could tell your socialist friends the coal ration is
nowhere near sufficient. It might be enough for a cottage, but fifteen
long hundredweight is ridiculous for a house of this size.”
“I’ll pass your complaints on to Manny Shinwell the first chance I
get.”
“Good.”
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“But he might want to do what they did in the Soviet Union, and
divide all the large houses up into flats for the proletariat. That way
everyone would have their own fuel ration, and the house would be
nice and warm.”
She smiled.
“You might like to point out to him that there is only one
bathroom.”
We sat down. Even the fabric of the chairs felt cold as you
lowered yourself into them.
“Have you thought any more about our previous talk?”
“I have.”
“And?”
“I don’t have anything against it in principle.”
“But?”
“I’m curious about the problem.”
“What is it you want to know?”
“How much stock have you lost to gang poachers?”
“None.”
“Why are you so concerned about it?”
“Just because something hasn’t happened, doesn’t mean that it
won’t happen. And the reason it hasn’t happened might be because
we have been vigilant. So continuing to be vigilant may be all that’s
required.”
“Are you aware of any foiled plots?”
“Good God you make it sound like something from
Shakespeare.”
“Were there any attempts at stealing the birds then?”
“No.”
“Any occasions when you know you prevented someone from
stealing them?”
“Yes.”
“Tell me about that.”
“I would rather not.”
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I didn’t say anything, hoping she might break. But she didn’t. I
took a sip of my tea, and waited some more. Still she didn’t say
anything. Finally I gave up.
“If you want me to take the job I think it’s only reasonable I
should know what I’m up against.”
“I agree. But this was something that happened once, and can’t
happen again.”
I gave some thought to what that might be.
“If it can’t happen again I’m assuming it must have been
instigated by an employee who was subsequently fired.”
“You would make a good detective Mr Grimble.”
“What makes you think another employee wouldn’t do the same
thing?”
“You aren’t quite right in your assumption. My employees like to
keep their jobs. I pay them well, I make sure the estate is well
managed, and I insist they are looked after. In this area these are the
plum jobs Mr Grimble, and I intend to keep it that way. Because that
way I have the pick of the local workforce.”
“So if you pay them well, and look after them, they won’t steal?”
“That isn’t why I do it, but it is a consequence of that policy. The
only people who don’t like it are the local farmers.”
“Because you out-bid them?”
“In terms of wages and conditions I far out-bid them. I like to do
that, I can afford to do that, and I will continue to do that.”
“I still want to know what happened. If there’s a history to this I
want to know what it is.”
She took a sip of her tea.
“The history of something which won’t happen again isn’t
relevant.”
“It is to me.”
She gave it some thought.
“It wasn’t an employee.”
“Who then?”
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“This was something that was between me and your father.”
“Well he isn’t here. So now it has to be between you and me.”
“In that case it has to be between you, me, and no one else Mr
Grimble.”
“Agreed.”
She shook her head at the memory.
“I wasn’t as generous with my family as I was with my
employees. Something I now regret. I thought it was good for my
sons to work for what they had. One died in the first world war,
having experienced little of life, thanks to me. And the other one
tried to steal from me.”
“The one who left the village?”
“Yes.”
“Where did he go?”
“London.”
“So the rumour isn’t correct.”
“What was the rumour?”
“People in the village said he wasn’t cut out for marriage.”
She smiled.
“He has two children from his first marriage, and he’s now
married for a second time.”
“But he doesn’t come back to East Aldham?”
“No. He doesn’t like the place. When I threw him out he swore he
would never return. And he hasn’t. He wasn’t cut out for village life.
Or estate management. Or farming. He’s in exile Mr Grimble.”
“Doing what?”
“I didn’t send him away empty handed. He was always interested
in art and literature and music. So I bought a book shop, on Charring
Cross Road. He runs it and keeps the profits. I have to say he has
made quite a success of it. And more importantly he’s happy. The
one thing parents want for their children Mr Grimble, is that they
should be happy. You will no doubt discover this for yourself in due
course.”
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“So what will happen to the estate?”
“He will inherit when I die, but what he will do with the place I
have no idea. Maybe one of the grandchildren will want it.”
“What did he steal?”
“My son had some responsibility for the management of the
estate at that time. He arranged for the birds to be stolen on a night
when the gamekeeper was attending a wedding. My son was
supposed to be walking the estate that night, so he planned to be
away from the pens when the theft was taking place. And no doubt
intended to receive his cut later.”
“Who did he arrange this with?”
“I have no idea.”
“When was this?”
“1937.”
“How did you find out?”
“Someone who knew your father, and knew he poached rabbits
on my estate, tried to recruit him. He was told it was a safe
proposition, because my son was in on it.”
“And my father came to you.”
“He did. Very reluctantly.”
“And the consequence was...”
“The consequence Mr Grimble, was that it broke my heart.”
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There was an urgent knocking on the door. But it was a light
knock. I didn’t have to look to know who it was.
When I opened the door Louisa flew into the kitchen. And so did
a flurry of snow. I quickly closed the door behind her.
“Did you hear?”
“What?”
“Gemma’s father has been arrested.”
“Gemma Durrant’s father?”
“Yes.”
“What for?’
“What do you think?”
I genuinely didn’t know. For a moment I couldn’t put two and
two together.
“Sit down Louisa, and explain this to me.”
She sat down impatiently, and looked at me as she might a
slightly dim-witted child.
“The rumour is that Gemma is expecting a baby.”
“There but for the grace of God goes Louisa Brooks.”
This time I got a look which indicated I should stop right there.
“OK. And?”
“Who do you think the father of the child is Ray?”
“I know it isn’t me.”
“Oh for goodness sake.”
“All right, so it’s probably George.”
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“So what would her father have been arrested for?”
“You think he shot George?”
“Well he’s been arrested.”
“For that?”
“The police haven’t said. But what else could it be for?”
I sat down and gave it some thought. Louisa was jumping to
conclusions, but like her I couldn’t think of any other possible
explanation.
“If that’s true Louisa, it buggers up my theory.”
“Which is what?”
“That my father and George were killed by the same person for
the same reason.”
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Nottingham was bitterly cold. After a circuitous trip, thanks to
train cancellations, I arrived at Nottingham Victoria early in the
afternoon. It was an impressive station, with a clock tower
overlooking Milton Street. The light snow which had fallen during
the morning was being whipped up by the wind, and swirled around
my feet and legs as I waited at the taxi rank.
It took a few minutes but I finally managed to get a taxi to Mount
Pleasant Hill. The street was some way out of Nottingham on the
north side. The area was tidy, but the terraced houses were small.
Number sixteen was at the top end of a long street. When I got
out of the taxi I had a good view back across the whole city. Every
roof had a light dusting of snow, but it wasn’t exactly a picture
postcard scene. The bleak industrial landscape showed through.
After paying the driver, I looked around for a few moments,
trying to get a sense of the place. It was clearly good quality working
class. Doors and window frames were well painted, the street was
clean, and the front steps had been hollowed out by many years of
scrubbing.
I knocked on the door. After a while it opened. An old lady stood
in the hall.
“What can I do for you?”
“My name is Ray Grimble. I’m trying to get in touch with
someone who lived here a long time ago by the name of Michael
Dyer.”
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She looked me up and down for a moment, and obviously decided
I wasn’t dangerous.
“You’d better come in and talk to my husband.”
I walked into the hall, and she showed me to a room on the right.
We went in, and she closed the door behind us.
“Best to keep the heat in.”
There was a good fire going, and the room was obviously much
warmer than the rest of the house.
In a chair near the fire was an elderly man. He was wearing a shirt
and tie, and a thick woollen jumper. A blanket was covering his legs.
He wore small round wire spectacles.
“This young man has come to ask about Michael.”
The man in the chair raised his eyebrows slightly, but he didn’t
say anything. The woman turned to me.
“Sit down.”
There was another chair on the other side of the fire, so I did as I
was told. She sat on the sofa. The chairs and the room were old
fashioned. The fabric was decorated with flowers, and so was the
wall paper.
The elderly man looked at his wife.
“Why does he want to know about Michael?”
“I don’t know. Why don’t you ask him?”
He looked across to me.
“I’m trying to find him, and this is the only address I’ve got.”
He shook his head.
“He lives in Norfolk. He hasn’t lived here for forty years or more.
And after the falling out, we never see him. I don’t think he’s set foot
in this house for, I don’t know. How long since Michael was here
mother?”
“Must be over ten years.”
“We still get a card at Christmas mind. But he doesn’t write it.
You can tell it’s her handwriting.”
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He shook his head again. They seemed sad at the mention of his
name.
“Do you mind me asking?”
He took a while to think about it.
“He’s lost to us now. Nothing you can ask will make it worse.”
“Where would I find him?”
“Have you thrown out the cards mother?”
“No.”
“Because she always writes the address on the back of the
envelope.”
His wife got up and went out of the room. He turned to me. And
spoke quietly.
“I think she feels worse about it than I do, because it was partly
her that instigated it. Not that I don’t feel bad about it, because I do,
but she takes it harder.”
I was about to ask what had happened, but almost as soon as she
went out, she came back into the room again, holding a stack of
Christmas cards, all in their envelopes. She sat in the chair and
began to sort through them.
She glanced at me.
“We don’t bother to put them up anymore. It’s too much trouble.”
As she searched I turned to her husband.
“Did Michael live here until he got married?”
“He did. They married in Norfolk of course, because that’s where
Cynthia was from.”
“How did they meet?”
“At a dance.”
“Here or in Norfolk?”
“In Nottingham. She was staying with relatives on holiday, and he
took a shine to her. But it wasn’t just that, was it mother?”
“No. He never did like being down the mine. And she told him
there were no mines in Norfolk, and he’d get work on the land if he
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moved there. I think he liked her, and saw the chance to get out.
Which one appealed to him most I don’t know.”
She pulled a card out of the stack, and handed it to me. The
address written on the back was Cynthia’s house in Scratby. I took
the card out of the envelope. The only thing written inside, apart
from the printed greeting was, ‘From Cynthia, Michael, Martin and
Sophie.’
I put the card in the envelope and handed it back to her.
“And that’s Cynthia’s handwriting is it?”
“Yes. Michael doesn’t have such a neat hand.”
“And that address in Scratby would be where he’s living?”
“He’s lived there ever since he got married. So you’ve got a long
journey if you want to see him.”
I didn’t mention that I’d just come from Norfolk.
“And there would be no chance of catching him here at some
point?”
“None. We had a bit of a falling out. Ten years ago at least wasn’t
it mother?”
“It was.”
I didn’t say anything. It wasn’t really any of my business, but I
was curious, so I left a little silence, which they could fill if they
wanted to. His mother spoke first.
“They were up here on holiday. We heard the commotion didn’t
we? Well after bedtime. Then when she came down in the morning
she had a black eye.”
“Cynthia?”
“Yes. And I said, ‘No son of mine is going to hit a woman in my
house.’ And that was the start of it. We had a blazing row, and they
went home that day.”
His father looked at me.
“And he’s never been back since. And he’s my son, and I miss
him, but you can’t hit women. And the black eye was only half of it.
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That was what we could see. The way she was walking, and careful
sitting and breathing, I’d say she had bruised ribs at least.”
“What about Martin? Is he your only grandchild?”
“He is. And as a consequence of that we don’t see him either.”
“But he must be in his forties.”
“Forty-three or thereabouts.”
“So he’s certainly of an age where he could make his own mind
up.”
“He is. But he hasn’t been here since.”
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Before I had a chance to confront Cynthia Dyer, the winter of
1947 confronted Norfolk.
The morning after I arrived back from Nottingham I got up to
find the whole interior of the house was brightly lit. Even with the
curtains drawn the light poured in round the edges. When I pulled
the curtains back the glare from the snow was intense. My eyes took
a moment to get used to it.
By lunchtime dark grey clouds were approaching from the east,
and within an hour heavy snow was falling again. And this time it
didn’t stop. There was nothing to do but stay indoors. During the
night the roof started to creak under the weight of snow.
The wind began to blow. On one side the windows were blocked,
and it was impossible to see anything. On the other side all I could
see were mountainous snow drifts against every immovable object.
The next day I had difficulty getting down the path to the road.
And once I was on the road I was walking in snow that reached my
knees, and fell into the tops of my rubber boots with every step.
When I got to the shop I found Jenny was out of bread, and only
had tinned goods left. I bought what the ration allowed, and took it
home. A journey to West Aldham for bread was out of the question.
Over three weeks at the end of February and the beginning of
March temperatures plummeted. At night it was bitterly cold, and
during the day the temperature never rose above freezing. Root
vegetables were frozen into the ground. John Minns got hold of a
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couple of pneumatic drills to try and get some out, but with little
success. Potato sales were restricted for the first time, and the food
ration was cut to levels which hadn’t been seen even during the war.
Supplies at Jenny’s shop were sporadic. Newspapers were
reduced in size to four pages. On one occasion when the shop had
been empty for several days, the RAF dropped loaves of bread from
Lancaster bombers onto south dyke field. I helped haul them to the
shop with some of the farm workers.
The electricity supply was cut off for five hours a day, and radio
broadcasts were limited to save energy. Coal was short at the power
stations, and we tried to conserve as much of our own coal as we
could, because we didn’t know when deliveries would begin again.
The road to West Aldham which was several feet deep in snow
was eventually cleared by the army.
My rabbit catching business never got off the ground, because it
was impossible to catch rabbits in that weather. And even if we had
caught them, we couldn’t have got them to Acle station. And even if
we had got them to Acle, there were no trains.
Manny Shinwell got the blame for everything. He was Minister of
Fuel and Power. It seemed unfair to me, because you couldn’t hold
him responsible for the weather. Nevertheless he received death
threats, and had to be put under police guard.
The school was closed because there wasn’t enough coal to heat
the classroom. Even had there been coal it’s doubtful if one fireplace
could have maintained an acceptable temperature in the freezing
conditions.
There was little to do. On most days I could make it to Louisa’s
house, or she could walk to mine. Bikes were useless, as the tyres
couldn’t get a grip on the snow and ice. We got used to walking
everywhere.
In the evenings we would sometimes go to The Wherry, where
Percy was still serving by candlelight, from his stock of spirits and
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fortified wines. There was no draught beer, and his supplies of
Watney’s bottled beers ran out in the first week.
Louisa could make a double brandy last for hours. I didn’t like
spirits, so I attacked Percy’s reserve of port, but I found it hard to
take a small sip, and then wait a while before taking the next one.
Consequently on more than one occasion Louisa had to help me
home. I claimed it was because my shoes had smooth soles, and I
found it difficult to get my footing on the ice. We laughed our way
through several journeys back to my cottage, and ended up falling
into the snow drifts with unnecessary regularity.
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Once the coast road had been cleared I made my way up to
Scratby. It was a combination of cycling and walking. Where the ice
had thawed I rode the bike. Where it hadn’t I pushed the bike.
Cynthia Dyer’s cottage was probably only a couple of hundred
yards from the cliffs. The moist air from the sea had contributed to a
slight reduction in the banks of snow piled up by the road. There was
still a considerable amount of snow around, but it wasn’t as bad as it
was further inland.
Nevertheless it didn’t look as if the back path was passable, so I
leaned my bike up against the fence, and went up to the front door.
When she answered my knock she seemed pleased to see me, but
I wondered how long that would last. She took me through to the
back kitchen, where the combination of the oven and the fire, were
keeping the temperature up. Even so it wasn’t warm. I kept my coat
on.
“Are Martin and Sophie out?”
“They are.”
“Not working surely?”
“They’ve got Martin cleaning down the cow sheds, and since the
road has opened Sophie’s gone into Yarmouth, to see what she can
get off the ration.”
It was what I’d hoped. My chances of being told the truth were
probably significantly better if the conversation couldn’t be
overheard.
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“Have a seat Ray.”
“Thanks.”
“How are things in the Aldhams?”
“Same as everywhere. Not much food, not much coal. Can’t do
any work.”
“So you thought you’d come and see me.”
“I did. In fact I was planning to come and see you a couple of
weeks ago.”
“Why was that?”
“I’d just been to Nottingham.”
She looked at me, but she didn’t say anything.
“Want to know what I found out?”
“Not particularly.”
“Well I think you should hear it.”
“Why?”
“Might make a difference to how you handle it when the police
come round.”
Again she didn’t say anything.
“Mickey’s parents tell me he didn’t go back to Nottingham. They
say there was a family row the day after he beat you in their house.
After that he never went there again.”
Silence.
“So where is he?”
“None of your business.”
“The funny thing is, they get a Christmas card from him every
year, in your handwriting. So they think he’s still in Norfolk, living
with you.”
“Do they?”
“Why is that?”
She shook her head. I let her think about it for a few moments.
“Mickey must be somewhere. He didn’t disappear off the face of
the earth. And I think you know where he is.”
“And if I do?”
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“You can tell me or you can tell the police.”
She gave a half smile.
“The thing is Ray, I don’t think this is going to involve the
police.”
“Why is that?”
“Because I don’t think you’ll go to the police.”
“Try me.”
She took a deep breath in, and then exhaled slowly. For a moment
she sat without breathing.
“I had Mickey killed. And the person who did the killing was
your father.”
“You paid my father to kill him?”
“No.”
“What then?”
“I went to your father for help. I couldn’t stand the beatings. Your
father said there were only two solutions. Leave him or kill him. I
said I couldn’t leave him, and lose my home, and I couldn’t kill him
either. Your father said he couldn’t help me to leave him, because by
that time he was married to your mother. But he could help me with
the killing.”
“As easy as that?”
She gave me an incredulous look.
“Easy? You think killing someone is easy?”
“You make it sound that way.”
“Well I don’t mean to. There’s nothing easy about it. And you
should know. You’re the one who can’t do it.”
“Tell me then.”
“I took a good few beatings before I went back to your father.
And even then I didn’t want any harm to come to Mickey. But by
that time I thought if something doesn’t happen, eventually he’ll kill
me.”
“What did he do to you?”
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“You don’t want to know, and I can’t talk about it. But mostly he
did the harm where people couldn’t see. I showed your father, and he
cried. And the last thing he said to me before Mickey disappeared
was, ‘I’m taking it out of your hands Cynthia. Whatever happens
now, it isn’t your fault.’”
“Didn’t anyone wonder where Mickey had gone?”
“Everyone in the village knew about the rows. When I told people
he’d left me, they all said it was the best thing that could have
happened.”
“And you told them he’d gone back to Nottingham.”
“I did.”
“But actually he was buried in south dyke field, in a shallow
grave.”
She nodded.
“Why south dyke field?”
“Your father didn’t want him buried on land where he was known
to go poaching, in case the body was found. So he put him on the
Minns’ land, well away from the Hadfield’s.”
“And why attack him with an axe?”
“All I know is that your father didn’t want to shoot him. He beat
him, just as he’d beaten me. Poetic justice he called it. Well justice it
might have been, but as far as I could see there was nothing poetic
about it.”
I still couldn’t quite let go of the gang poaching angle in my head,
which I’d been sure had been the connection between Mickey Dyer
and my father.
“When I was here before you said my father knew Mickey, but
they never worked together. Are you sure Mickey never approached
my father about a job?”
“What kind of job?”
“Would have been stealing birds from the pens on the Hadfield
estate.”
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“A lot of the people who were poaching knew one another. Didn’t
mean they worked together. Mostly they were one man bands. And
Mickey always told me they were careful not to work on someone
else’s territory.”
“Mickey would have needed a good few men to take that quantity
of birds off the Hadfields.”
“When did this happen?”
“In the end it didn’t, because my father dobbed them in before
they could do the job. But it would have been around the time
Mickey disappeared.”
“So you think your father and Mickey had a disagreement over it,
and Mickey came off worst.”
“That was what I thought.”
“Well neither of them said anything to me about it. And we can’t
ask either one of them now can we?”
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Louisa and I sat down in the corner of The Wherry. We had one
candle on our table, and Percy had half a dozen more on the bar.
That was approximately one candle for each customer. The power
was due back on, but it hadn’t happened. Depending on demand, you
didn’t always get switched on when you should according to the
rotation.
I wanted a glass of port, and Louisa wanted a double brandy. I
went up to the bar.
“The usual if you would Percy.”
He picked up the bottle of port and had a look at it.
“You’re dangerously close to drinking me out of the cheap stuff.”
“What then?”
“I’ve got some ten year old. But that’ll cost you. I just keep that
for the nobs.”
“Might have to go onto sherry.”
“Not much of that left either boy.”
“Better get the army onto it. Not much point in clearing the roads
if we still don’t get any deliveries.”
He filled a glass with port, and poured a brandy for Louisa.
“Shinwell’s days are numbered. Attlee too for that matter.”
“He’s got a 145 seat majority Percy. Unless someone shoots him I
think he’s going to make it through to 1950.”
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“He’s got the use of the police, the fire brigade, the army, and the
air force, but he can’t get coal from the pit head to the power
stations. People aren’t going to forget that.”
“There probably won’t be a general election for three and a half
years. By that time they’ll have implemented Beveridge. There’ll be
family allowances, national insurance, national assistance, a national
health service, and rent controls. People won’t forget that either.”
Percy shook his head. He was still upset that Churchill hadn’t
been rewarded for the war years. And nothing I could say was going
to change his mind.
I went back to join Louisa.
“Percy isn’t happy.”
“If you came back and said Percy was happy, now that would be
news.”
I smiled.
“Am I going to have to carry you home tonight Ray Grimble?”
“No. Percy’s almost run out of cheap port, so I’m going to have to
ration myself.”
“Self restraint. Things are looking up.”
“Come on Louisa. At the moment there’s bugger all else to do.”
“You could clear a little snow.”
“A change in temperature will do that. No point in making a big
effort when nature will do it for us.”
We both sipped our drinks. Except my sip was bigger than hers.
She gave me one of her looks.
“Find out anything today?”
“I did.”
I told her what Cynthia Dyer had told me. She sat and listened
patiently. She didn’t show any surprise when I told her the more
shocking parts of the story. But maybe what was shocking to me,
wasn’t shocking to other people. It was my dad after all. It probably
didn’t mean as much without the family connection.
“So what now Ray?”
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“The body in south dyke field has got to be Mickey Dyer. And it
seems certain my father killed him. Cynthia gave me the reason. But
it doesn’t bring me any closer to knowing who killed my father, or
why.”
“Disappointed?”
“I am. When I thought it was about poaching I thought there had
to be something which linked the two killings. I didn’t know what it
was, but I knew it must exist. You could see how someone might kill
my dad in revenge for what he did, or kill George and my dad for the
same reason. Now I just don’t know anymore.”
“You could leave it to the police.”
“I could. But the longer it goes, the less likely they are to get
anywhere. I should think it’s on the back burner already.”
“Will you tell them what you know?”
“I should. But what about Cynthia? My father killed Mickey Dyer
to keep her out of trouble. He wouldn’t thank me for giving her a
new problem to deal with.”
We both gave that some thought as we sipped our drinks. Given
what she’d been through I didn’t think Cynthia should be prosecuted
as an accessory to murder, but it was more than likely the police
would take a different view.
Long before closing time Louisa wanted to leave. As we left the
pub, more snow was beginning to fall. And it wasn’t just a little bit.
There was no wind, and the snow was drifting down gently, but the
flakes were large, and there were a lot of them. With the temperature
well below freezing it was certain the roads which had been cleared
would be impassable again by morning.
At the cottage I made coffee, and stoked up the fire. The kitchen
was warm because it was small, and I kept all the doors closed. We
sat one each side of the table, facing each other. Both of us had our
elbows on the table, and both of us had our hands wrapped around
our mugs of coffee. We were like a mirror image of one another.
“What’s going to happen Louisa?”
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“To Cynthia?”
“To us.”
She thought about it.
“I don’t know.”
“Do you think you could spend your life with a conscientious
objector?”
“I don’t know.”
“Might be easier now the war is over.”
“Might be.”
“Couples don’t have to agree about everything. When I was up in
Northumberland I met a man who was a vegetarian, but his wife
wasn’t. And that seems like a harder thing to deal with, because it
affects them every day.”
“Whereas we’d only have something to argue about every time
there was a war.”
She laughed at her own joke.
I wanted to put my arm round her, but she was on the other side
of the table. She put her mug down. I reached across and took her
fingers in mine.
“There’s something there Louisa. There was something there
before the war, and it hasn’t gone away. We’ve been apart, and
we’ve been together, and it’s never changed. Must mean something.”
“I know.”
“Can you see it changing?”
“No.”
“Could you see yourself with someone else?”
“No.”
We sat there for a few moments. Then she looked at her watch
and stood up.
“I should go.”
“Stay.”
She gave me a long look. But it wasn’t a look of approval.
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“Don’t look at me like that. I’m not suggesting anything we
haven’t done before.”
“My parents will wonder where I am.”
“Tell them you got snowed in.”
“And upstairs Ray Grimble will be absolutely freezing.”
I laughed.
“I’ll soon warm you up.”
“No, you won’t. If you want me to stay you’ll have to marry me.”
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In the snow it was impossible to snare rabbits. But I wondered if I
might be able to shoot some. And after coming to my arrangement
with Lady Hadfield I thought there was little chance of being
apprehended, even during the day.
I walked the path by the small broad, but there wasn’t much
about. Visibility wasn’t a problem. The snow had stopped falling,
and the rabbits should have shown up well against the brightness all
around. But they weren’t coming out of their burrows. I couldn’t say
I blamed them.
Coming back towards the road, I came out onto the only open
field on the estate. It bordered the north end of the woods, and was
separated from the more enclosed land. Once you emerged on the
path, there was a clear view up the hill towards the big house. There
was also a clear view across towards the road.
I stood at the beginning of the field edge path, and had a last look
round. There was nothing in my poacher’s pocket, and the morning
seemed wasted, apart from the walk, which I always enjoyed.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw a man walking the path
bordering the woods. It could have been a new gamekeeper, or some
farm worker press ganged into the role, while a more permanent
appointment was made. Either way I saw no reason to duck out of
sight. I had no game on me, and Lady Hadfield wasn’t going to have
me prosecuted for being on her land, when that was exactly where
she wanted me to be.
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I stood my ground. The figure worked his way through the snow.
Every now and then he looked up. He was definitely looking in my
direction, and seemed to be making for me. I thought it wouldn’t do
any harm to introduce myself, so I waited.
As he got closer I could see it was a man about twenty years older
than me, and he looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him. When he
was ten or fifteen feet away he stopped, and warily eyed my
shotgun.
“You upset my mother.”
That was when it came to me.
“Martin Dyer.”
“What right do you have to go round to my house when I’m not
there and make her talk about things that are best forgotten?”
“I’m sorry about that. It wasn’t my intention to upset her. But I
had to know what happened.”
“Why didn’t you ask me?”
“Because it wasn’t any of your business.”
“I want you to keep away from her, and I’m going to make sure
that you do.”
“That’s up to your mother.”
“She doesn’t know what’s good for her.”
“Like father like son?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Your father thought she didn’t know what was good for her
either. So he thought he’d teach her.”
“I know all about that. I lived through it.”
I realised that was probably true, so I didn’t say anything. Instead
I looked around. Then I looked back to him.
“It’s a long walk from Scratby to East Aldham.”
“I thought it was worth it.”
“How did you find me?”
“A woman at your cottage told me you were out trying to get
something for dinner.”
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“But how did you know I’d be on the Hadfield’s?”
“Your father used to poach rabbits here, I thought you’d probably
do the same. It was either here or the Minns’ place, and there’s no
cover over there.”
“You know a lot about it for someone from Scratby.”
He gave a half smile.
“Our fathers were in the same business.”
“Not from what I hear.”
“What did you hear?”
“My father was a poacher. Your father was a thief.”
“It’s a fine distinction.”
“Gang poaching is theft.”
“So is poaching rabbits.”
“You can’t see the difference?”
“I can. But my father didn’t grass on anyone, and he didn’t
murder anyone.”
“No. He was a thief and a wife beater.”
“Nobody’s perfect.”
I shook my head. It didn’t seem like something to make smart
remarks about.
“What do you mean by grass?”
“Ten years ago we were going to take the birds from the pens up
here. Your father was known to poach this land, so he was asked if
he wanted to be in on it. We thought he knew the lay of the land.
Turned out he knew it a little too well. The Hadfields got wind of it,
and we had to pull out.”
“One Hadfield knew from the off.”
He looked surprised at the depth my knowledge.
“Anyway, your father was the one who gave us away.”
After a moment Dyer put his hand inside his coat, and brought out
a service revolver. My heart sank, and I came out in a cold sweat.
“Where did you get that?”
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“North Africa. While you were poncing about in the forest I was
being pounded by Rommel’s heavy artillery.”
“And they let you keep it as a souvenir?”
“I took one off a friend of mine who was killed. At the end of the
war I handed mine back, and kept his.”
“Is that the gun that killed my father?”
“It is.”
“Why?”
“Your father killed my father.”
“Did he?”
“You know damn well he did.”
“How do you work that out?”
“There was something between your father and my mother.”
“Who told you that?”
He gave me a sceptical look.
“I always knew there was something between them. You just had
to see how they looked at one another. And when my father
disappeared, and my mother told me I had to say he’d gone back to
Nottingham, I knew what had happened.”
“Why wait so long to kill my father?”
“It wasn’t until I was in North Africa that I even thought about
killing anyone. Even your father. But you know what I discovered
about killing?”
“No.”
“The first time it’s hard. After that it’s easy.”
I looked around for a means of escape, but there was no cover I
could reach easily. I played for time.
“Why south dyke field?”
“His suggestion not mine. I said I had a proposition for him. He
said we should meet where we couldn’t be overheard. I expect he
thought he was going to bury me there.”
“But you ambushed him?”
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“Not really. I just wasn’t interested in talking. When he was about
six feet away I put two in his chest and walked away.”
He lifted the gun.
“Why kill me?”
“You found out the body in south dyke field was my father. Once
the police know that it will only be a couple of days before I’m in
the cells.”
“I’m not going to tell the police. I don’t want to see your mother
in jail as an accessory.”
“I don’t intend to take a chance on it.”
I saw him squeeze the trigger, and I saw the hammer pull back. I
dived to my left, and landed softly in a drift. The explosion was
muffled by the snow, but still it echoed off the distant trees. I rolled
to my right. There were several more blasts of sound, followed by
white crystals of ice bursting up into my face from the impact of the
bullets.
As I scrambled to my feet he lined up the gun again. This time all
I heard was a click. Quickly followed by another click. He looked
down at the empty chambers.
I took the shotgun from my shoulder, snapped it closed, and
levelled the barrels. Then I began walking backwards away from
him.
He threw the revolver into the snow, and began walking towards
me. There was a fair distance between us. Walking backwards wasn’t
easy, so I stopped, feet apart, and lined the barrels up on his chest.
As he approached I realised there were two possible outcomes. If
I didn’t shoot him, he would take the gun off me, and very probably
shoot me. Gradually he got closer and closer. As he came forward he
became more confident. He held his arms out, away from his sides.
“Still don’t want to kill anyone?”
Another couple of paces.
“Last chance Ray.”
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If he got to within a few feet he would be able to reach forward
and push the barrels to one side. And my life would be gone forever.
When he was about six feet away I let the barrels drop. Still he
came forward. When he was almost able to reach out and grab the
gun I knew I had to do something. I swept the barrels up and slightly
to the left, as if following a pheasant rising from cover.
I discharged both barrels into his right leg. As he went down he
had a look of utter surprise and incomprehension on his face. I
walked over to him. Blood was seeping out of his knee and lower
thigh, and being absorbed by the snow around him, turning it bright
red in the winter sun.
For a few moments I watched him lying there on the ground. I
had lost the ability to make a rational decision. Instinct had taken
over.
I broke the gun, ejected the cartridges, and reloaded.
“Oh God. No. Please don’t.”
He held his hands gently around the wound, not sure what to do. I
quickly lined up on his chest. He screwed his eyes up, waiting for
the shot that would kill him. I squeezed the trigger. At the last
moment I pulled across to the right, and discharged one barrel into
the snow beside him.
In my frustration I hit him with the stock of the gun several times,
before throwing it into a bank of snow. I stood over him for a minute
or more, not knowing what to do. Neither of us said anything.
Finally I fell to my knees, and sat in the snow beside him. We
stayed like that for some time. He tried to tear his trousers at the
knee to look at the wound, but he couldn’t do it. I took off my scarf
and handed it to him.
“Put that round it.”
He wrapped the scarf round the wound several times, and tied it
off, grimacing slightly as he pulled it tight.
I gave him a long look.
“Do I have to kill you to make this stop?”
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He shook his head.
“Because I might have a chance of a life around here. And I don’t
want to have to keep looking over my shoulder.”
He didn’t say anything.
“If I had a wife and family, and I thought you were a danger to
them, I don’t think you would be walking away from this.”
He nodded.
“And in the future I hope to get married and have children. So
this has to end here, with you and me. I don’t want to see you in the
Aldhams again. You’ve no reason to be here, same as I’ve no reason
to be in Scratby.”
“What about the police?”
“I told you before. I’m not going to the police. I think your
mother has been through enough. But you’ll just have to take your
chances with them. My father and your mother kept their
relationship pretty quiet though, and without that piece of
information I can’t see Prentice or Greavey joining the dots.”
He began to struggle to his feet. I put my hand on his chest and
pushed him back down.
“I need to hear you say it.”
For a while he didn’t say anything. Eventually he looked up at
me.
“It’s over.”
It was the least convincing statement I’d ever heard. Delivered
reluctantly, and with bad grace. I got up, walked over to the snow
drift, and retrieved the shotgun.
“It’s over. I said it’s over.”
This time he sounded a little more convincing, but not by much. I
walked over to him, and broke the gun.
“You won’t see me again. Ever.”
“Good.”
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I took out the remaining cartridge and put it in my pocket. Then I
handed him the shotgun. As he was using it to lever himself up, I
walked back and picked up his service revolver. I showed it to him.
“I’m keeping this.”
He looked at it one last time before I stuck it in the waistband of
my trousers at the back, underneath my greatcoat where it couldn’t
be seen.
“You know they can now match a bullet to gun?”
“I know.”
“Anything happens to me they’ll get this gun, along with a note
saying what it was used for, and where it came from.”
We walked back to the road. He used the shotgun as a walking
stick, so progress was slow. When we reached the gate I took the
shotgun off him, and told him to sit down.
“Have you got money on you?”
“Yes.”
“Is the road passable to Scratby?”
“It was this morning.”
“When I get back to the village I’ll call out old Dyball to give you
a lift back in his taxi.”
I began walking away from him, but after a few steps I turned and
went back.
“What you say about this is up to you. But you should think of a
good story while you’re waiting. Because if the police get involved,
the hangman in Norwich prison will finish what you started. And if
you can’t stand unaided on the scaffold, then I believe they let you
sit in a chair.”
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I sold the axe heads to the British Musuem in 1948 for the
nominal sum of one pound. I felt two conflicting emotions. On the
one hand I was glad they were no longer in the house. On the other I
was sad to see them go. A little bit of my grandfather seemed to have
gone with them.
As for me, I didn’t want to be married in church. But I did want to
be married to Louisa. And a church wedding wasn’t easily avoided.
There was family pressure.
Walter said it was a small thing, and I should compromise. Just
for one day I should imagine God existed.
So we were married in June, at the church in East Aldham.
Despite my reservations I enjoyed it. And I got what I wanted all
along. Louisa.
The rabbit catching business was good to us for a few years. Meat
prices fell as supplies increased, and eventually we were just making
an honest living. We continued with that until 1953 when
myxomatosis broke out. By 1955, ninety-five percent of the rabbits
in England were dead.
By that time though Jenny had sold us the cottage, and I’d done
what my father intended, and invested his money in property, along
with some of our savings. The rent provided us with an income,
which was essential after Louisa gave up teaching to look after
children of her own.
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The police never discovered who was buried in south dyke field,
and I didn’t enlighten them. What my father would have thought
about it I didn’t know. What he would have wanted me to do about it
I didn’t know. I did know the penalty for murder shouldn’t be death,
but what it should have been I had no idea.
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