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Chapter 1

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

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

I turned around and walked back into the estate office.

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

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

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

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

His answerphone came on.

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

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

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

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

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

‘I’m ’ere now, can you ’ar me?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Those present (him and me)

Matters outstanding (none)

Date of next meeting

I did what I could to expand on this.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Hole left, gently closing the door behind him.

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

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

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

‘I see,’ he exclaimed, ‘the venison.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Hole came out of his pantry as I walked past.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I picked up the phone and dialled the office.

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

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

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

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