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  Foreword 


A Norfolk Man is the novel that Jeremy Cameron was working on at the time of his death. He was keen to see it published. 
Jeremy had been working on this book for some time, and although he didn't tell us if it was ready for publication, he had approached publishers and I believe this version was very close to being the final draft. An editor friend had sent some minor suggestions shortly before Jeremy's death, but we don't know what he thought about them. 
This was Jeremy's final work and it held significant meaning for him. I have therefore opted to publish it exactly as he left it. 
Katie Mackenzie
(Jeremy Cameron's niece)
April 2024






  
  one

High above the tractor, a thousand starlings swooped, twisted and rose again, all together, all synchronised as if they were magnetic. How did they all turn at the same time? How did they all know what the others would do? Nicholas watched them as they disappeared over the edge of the field. 
“Oy! Young Nick! You woolgathering or what?”
“Sorry! Sorry, Bill.” The clutch pedal was so stiff that he had to stand on it to push it down and bring the tractor to a halt. He lifted his foot but he was not strong enough to do it slowly. The tractor and trailer jolted forward. 
“Whoa there!”
“Sorry, Bill. Sorry, Ernie. Sorry, John.”
They all laughed. The throttle was set so low that the tractor, having jolted once, now crept forward at a snail’s pace. Bill and Ernie walked beside it, lifting straw bales on to the trailer with pitchforks. John stacked them on the trailer. Each time they reached a heap of bales they shouted “whoa” to Nicholas and he stopped the tractor. Then they shouted “giddup” to start him again. All three men had grown up working with horses. John, the oldest of them, cursed the tractor as he had cursed the horses. It was not aimed at Nicholas. It was the beast that he didn’t care for.
The sun began to penetrate the morning mist. Still too wet to cut corn, they went straw carting after breakfast. Breakfast was from 8.40 until 9.00. By ten o’clock the day was hot.
In the school holidays Nicholas always went round the farm after breakfast. If the men were working in the fields he messed about in the sheds, looking at the cattle or climbing on the combine or binder or thrasher. If the men were still in the yard he asked if he could go to work with them. If it was raining they found work indoors. Sometimes they would play cricket with him.
Today they were taking the four-wheel trailer out of the shed, which had to mean straw carting.
“Bill! Bill! Can I come?”
“Ask your mum.”
“She’ll say yes.”
“Ask her anyhow. And tell her you want some dinner. And a drink.”
Nicholas hared back to the house and flung open the back door. His mother was starting the washing, putting towels into a boiler.
“Mum! Bill says I want some dinner and a drink!”
“Does he now? Why does he say that?”
“They’re letting me go with them.”
“Not combining. You can’t go in the harvest field on your own.”
“Straw carting. They’re going straw carting. All of them. Bill, Ernie, John-boy.”
“Just John, I think, to you, not John-boy. All right, hang on, let’s get you a drink. I’ll bring you some lunch later. What field are they on?”
“Er…. They were cutting on The Git yesterday. No, they were baling on the Thirty Acres before that. And they were baling on the Old Wood before that.”
She laughed. “In fact you don’t know. Just a minute, let me come down to the yard with you.” She found his school satchel and an old Corona bottle, tipped some orange squash in the bottle and filled it with water. Then she took off her apron, dabbed at her hair and changed her shoes. All the while Nicholas stood at the open door, shifting from foot to foot.
They left the house together and Nicholas ran back to the yard, his mother walking behind. She smiled at the men, waiting in the yard, Bill on the tractor, Ernie and John sitting on a straw bale on the trailer.
“Morning, Mrs Hutton.”
“Morning, Bill. Ernie. John. It’s very nice of you to take Nicholas. Where are you going?”
“The Old Wood. That all right with you?”
“Fine. Don’t let him get in your way. Send him home any time.”
“Won’t be in the way. Set him to work. Drive the tractor a bit.”
“Are you sure? He won’t be a nuisance?”
“Only three of us. Two pitchers and a loader. Need the help. Ought to be paying him.”
They all laughed.
“I’ll bring his lunch up later. Will you be combining this afternoon?”
“More than likely.”
She waved and went off. Nicholas climbed on the drawbar of the tractor and round the front sail of the trailer. Squeezing past, one of the men grabbed his arm until he was safely on the trailer floor. He sat on a bale with John.
“How’s your off cutter then, young Nick? You been practising?”
John was in his mid-sixties and no longer nimble. However, he claimed that his off cutter was a piece of magic that had mystified the greatest batsmen in Norfolk. It was before the war. In fact it was before the first war. Welbeck had two cricket teams then and they played all the surrounding villages. When they couldn’t walk to matches they cycled. Later, they sometimes hired a charabanc. John had been, according to him, the terror of nine parishes. Nowadays in the farmyard he had a slow walk to the wicket and a low trajectory, but on the dirt and stones in front of the barn door he could still be unplayable.
“I can’t get it to go like yours, John. I can’t get the right spit on the ball.”
“Oo-ah. The right spit.”
John and Ernie were shaking their heads slightly.
“Well, let me think now.” John said. “Maybe you ask your mum for some special food. Get some spit in you.”
“Couple of pints of brown and mild every night,” Ernie suggested. “Give John that spit.”
“My mum likes a glass of sherry sometimes.”
“Glass of sherry. Hmmm. Got to look that one up, I reckon.”
“In the instruction book.” 
The two men looked down at their feet
“Glass of sherry, John.”
“Try that one day.”
In the field now, they moved to the next heap of bales. Nicholas stood on the clutch again and the tractor rolled to a halt. Thirty yards away a rabbit was grazing, ignoring them. Bill came round the side of the tractor and reached beside the seat. On the floor was his catapult. He took it out quietly, found a large stone, fitted it into the elastic and took aim. Half a second later the rabbit squirmed in agony. Bill ran over and killed it.
Unfortunately the excitement was too much for Nicholas, whose foot slipped again off the clutch pedal. The tractor jolted forward and John fell over on the trailer. His cry of anger split the field.
“Sorry!” Nicholas cried. “Sorry, John!”
“Bloody tractor. Bloody wars. Bloody machine. The hell if I know.”
Bill came back with the rabbit, which he laid with the catapult on the floor of the tractor. “Tea tomorrow,” he announced. “If we get another one you can have it for your mum.”
“Thanks, Bill.”
“Now you keep that tractor rolling, eh?”
“I’m sorry John fell over again.”
“Don’t you worry about him. He’s used to it.”
The tractor had no cab and was open to all weathers; in the rain the men wore a waterproof cape, in the winter they wrapped themselves in layers of clothing. Nicholas could clamber up and down on the tractor, indeed had been doing so for three or four years. Now, with the end of his foot he could touch the poor dead rabbit if he chose. At the moment, however, both feet were required for the clutch pedal and so was all his concentration.
Just before twelve, when in truth he was exhausted, his mother arrived with a package of sandwiches wrapped in newspaper and another bottle of squash. She walked across the field swinging the shopping bag she was carrying them in.
“There’s your mum.”
“Right on time. Thought for a minute you was going to eat my dinner.”
Bill stopped the tractor and Nicholas climbed down. The men walked across to the stack they were building in the corner of the field. They arranged a few bales against the stack and made themselves comfortable.
“Mrs Hutton.”
“Hello, men. Has he been behaving himself?”
“Won’t let us stop, Mrs H. Slave driver. We keep begging for a rest, he tells us we got to carry on.”
“It isn’t true! And by the way, Mum, Bill shot a rabbit with his catapult!”
“Did he really? Well done, Bill.”
“We’ll be getting the combine out after dinner. He can drive that too if he wants.”
“Can I?!”
“Certainly not, Nicholas. They’re just teasing you. You can have your lunch with the men, then come home. You’re not to go in the harvest field.”
She turned to the men. “Thanks very much indeed, chaps. He’ll probably be pestering you again tomorrow.”
“Quite all right, Mrs Hutton. He hin’t been no trouble.” 
She went off home, still swinging the empty bag, and Nicholas turned to his food.
“Good grub by the look of it.”
“Better than John’s anyhow I dare say.”
“Watch him now.”
John picked at his sandwiches, pulled them around and threw most of them into the field for the birds.
“Always throws them away. One day when he weren’t looking we put them back in his bag. His missis found them later. Didn’t he get wrong!”
John threw them a dark look but said nothing.
“He don’t eat no food. Brown and mild keeps him going. In’t that right, John?”
“Never you mind.”
“Falls off his bike every night coming home from the Crown, picks himself up again. Sometimes falls off again coming to work in the morning. Still drunk.” Bill and Ernie laughed.
John threw a sandwich at them. They laughed again.
“Policeman stopped him one night. No lights on his bike. Weren’t worried about him falling off, only him having no lights. You weren’t frit of no policeman though, John, were you?”
John said nothing.
“Asked the policeman to walk in front of him holding his torch!”
They all looked down at their food.

      [image: ]Nicholas trudged home across the yard. The men came back to collect the combine and the sacks to shoot the corn in, before going off to the barley field. Nicholas realised that he could have had his dinner at home but his mother had let him eat with the men. As he came in the back door she was finishing her own sandwich, drinking a cup of coffee.
“Hello, dear. Had a good morning?”
“Mum, we carted five acres. It weren’t very thick, mind.”
“It weren’t very thick?”
“Er, it wasn’t very thick.”
“Mind?”
“Well, that’s what they say, Mum!”
She smiled. “I don’t think they’ll talk like that when you go away to school. Now, what are you going to do this afternoon? First I think you should have a rest.”
“Can I have a sweet?”
“Go on. You know where they are. Only two a day though.”
He went upstairs for his rest and read his favourite book, which he had already read five times, Gimlet, King of the Commandos.
“Bypass the pillbox!” Whatever could it mean? It was the sort of language that Gimlet used, and, as it was his favourite book, Nicholas was reluctant to admit that he didn’t understand it. What was bypass? What was a pillbox? Was it a box with pills in it? He went back to the bit where Trapper steals up to a German and cuts his throat. He could understand that better. Listening to his mother moving around downstairs and the combine leaving the yard, he burrowed into his book.

      [image: ]“Terry’s here! Nicholas! Terry’s here!”
Nicholas woke on hearing his mother’s voice, struggled from his bed and came slowly downstairs rubbing his eyes. “Hello, Terry,” he said.
“Was you sleeping?”
“I think so. I was having my rest.”
“My gran reckons all that resting makes you die young. She goes how you spend long enough dead, you got to make the most of your time alive.”
“Your gran talks a lot of old squit.”
Terry laughed at that and they went outside. “Race you to the shed.”
They tore across the farmyard, still muddy even in August, and ran into the feed shed. At this time of year the sheds were empty of cattle during the day. The cows came in at night but the bullocks stayed in the field. The boys jumped on to the feed sacks and climbed higher until they could reach the ceiling. They turned round and sat on the sacks.
“What did you do this morning?” Nicholas asked.
“Helped my mum. Did the garden. You know. Me and my sister. Only she can’t dig.”
“I was straw carting.”
“Lucky so-and-so.”
“We carted five acres.”
“You think I can go straw carting?”
“Yeah. I’ll ask Bill.”
“You call him Bill? Not Mr Spooner?”
“I always call him Bill. Mum calls him Bill.”
“What does he call her?”
“He calls her Mrs Hutton.”
They thought about this. “Tha’s a rum job,” Terry said eventually.
They spent the afternoon playing on the cattle feed and out the back of the sheds. They talked about cricket. England were playing Australia at the Oval, though that was almost all they knew. As they crossed the yard for a drink, two planes flew overhead.
“Spitfire!” exclaimed Nicholas. “Spitfire!”
“It’s a Hurricane!”
Nicholas was prepared to bow to superior knowledge. His mother had smilingly told him that he didn’t know a Spitfire from a cricket bat. All the same, he wished it was a Spitfire.
“I’m going away to school soon,” he said as they went through the door.
“What?”
“I’m going away to boarding school.”
“Boarding school? What’s that?”
“Where you stay. Don’t come home.”
“Don’t come home? For ever?”
“No, stupid. Come home for holidays.”
Terry was completely nonplussed. “You stay at school at night?” He was trying to imagine staying at school at night. “What about your tea? When do you get your tea?”
“You get your tea at school. Like your dinner. I suppose.”
“What about feeding the chickens? Taking the dog out?”
“Someone else has to do it. Your mum.”
“My mum never feeds the chickens.”
“Some boys got dads. Maybe they do it.”
They went in the kitchen, where Nicholas’ mother was drinking a cup of tea and smoking a cigarette. “Hello, boys,” she said. “Hungry, thirsty or both?”
“Mostly thirsty.”
“Mrs Hutton… ?”
“Yes, Terry?”
“That right, Nick’s going away to school?”
“Yes, Terry. Next term he’s going away to school.”
“Why?”
“Why?” She paused while she got out the orange squash. “Why? Well, I think it will help him with his school work, I suppose.”
“He don’t come home at night?”
“Not in the term time, no.”
“Blimey.”
“Do I have to?” Nicholas asked suddenly.
“Well, dear, I think it’s best.”
“All right.”
They drank their drinks and went out again. John-boy was in the farmyard, leading in half a dozen cows from the field. The cows needed no direction but made their own way into the shed to be milked, each one taking up a milking station. John had to be spared from the harvest field to get them in.
“Can we do the milking?” Nicholas asked.
“You done the rest today, driv the tractor, carted straw. Best you do the milking too, I reckon.”
“Thanks, John.”
John led them inside, put clean buckets under the cows, placed a stool beside the first one and cleaned her udders. Nicholas sat on the stool and placed his hands tentatively round the cow’s teats.
“Do it like you mean it, lad. Grab hold of her proper.”
Nicholas squeezed and pulled on the cow’s teats while she ate from the manger in front of her. Milk came in satisfying squirts as he pulled more vigorously. John set Terry up with the next cow then went to the third himself. A satisfied silence fell over the cows and the milkers, Nicholas and Terry concentrating, determined to miss nothing. After a while John came round and gave a good pull on each teat to make sure the cow was empty, then set the boys up with their next two. When they had finished he gave them each some milk in a bottle to take home, then tipped the rest into a churn for collection.
It was time for tea. Nicholas ran across the farmyard, though more slowly than he had gone in the opposite direction. Terry went home to feed the chickens and have his own tea.
The day was cooling now. In the background Nicholas could hear the distant hum of the combine, which would keep going until the dew forced a halt. He liked teatime, when his mother asked him about his day at school or on the farm. He saved up things throughout the day to tell her.






  
  two

Dear Frances, 
I have just put Nicholas to bed and I can relax with a glass of sherry and write to you at my leisure. It is a glorious evening. The sun went down in a crimson haze and the men on the farm have just finished harvesting for the day. They haven’t brought the combine back to the sheds which means that they mustn’t have finished a field, so Nicholas tells me. They all came back on the tractor and trailer. Nicholas helped them cart straw this morning - he drove the tractor! They are very good with him and he adores them.
These are the times, I suppose, when I miss Hugh most. Perhaps it is merely selfish. Perhaps it is a delusion: after all, we were barely married when he went away and after that we only had a short time together when he was on leave. Really we barely knew each other. But oh, yes, I do miss him. I would like to sit here in the evening, talk about Nicholas and, well, just sit.
Do you remember, when we were all at home, how we used to sit outside on an evening like this? Reading our books or playing games? Sometimes you and I would sleep in the tent or even just on the grass when it was very hot? Of course we never thought we would grow older but it did seem then as if time stood still. One day just led to another.
Speaking of books, I have discovered a marvellous new author called Angus Wilson. You really must read his short stories. He’s very modern and writes about people like us, I think, very wittily. I will lend you one of his books when you next come to stay. William Cooper writes well about this sort of world too, and John Wain, but you know about them already.
Nicholas goes away to school next month; fortunately the money which Hugh put away will cover that. I think it’s the right thing to do, sending him away. He’s eight now. But it will be very hard for both of us.
I don’t really know what I shall do with myself when he is away but this may be the chance I have been waiting for to get back on the stage. Donald Wolfit has written to me several times to ask if I am available for any productions by his company and young Peter Brook, whom I don’t know, made contact once because he saw me when he was a boy - in one of Noel’s plays, I think - and he asked if I was interested in the right part. It’s very flattering but I’m so out of practice that I don’t know what I’d be like. I’d probably play Beatrice with a Norfolk accent! “Cor, tha’s a rum old job, Benedick bor! That’ll larn yer!”
It’s been so long since I did anything, really, except look after Nicholas. A week or two ago I went to a lunchtime concert in King’s Lynn while Nicholas was at school. This is what passes for excitement in my life now. It was a harpist…. He was very good but frankly it was rather boring. Anyway, after it was all over I was having a cup of tea in the restaurant they have got there and this man came up, very smart, quite good looking, married I suppose, and asked if he could join me. We chatted for a few minutes about music, and books, and the weather, that sort of thing - I don’t think he knew who I was, either that I was a widow or that I used to act - and I could swear he was about to ask me to dinner or something. Then I think he saw the look of abject terror on my face and he swallowed it up, whatever proposal it was, and soon fled.
It has been so long, Frances, since I was alone with a man! I, who, I may say in all modesty, had a fair number of proposals of all sorts in the old days. Yes, I know there was that brief thing with Bertie Wilson not long after Hugh died, but that wasn’t real, it was just on the backlash and it was all over in a few weeks. It was so difficult to get anyone to look after Nicholas - and I felt so guilty! But I can’t go on like the ice queen. I don’t think I’m pushing Nicholas away to school, because he was bound to go anyway. But if I could do some acting, and have some personal life, well…
Incidentally the money would be handy too, but I’ve got enough to manage.
Darling, I have gone on for far too long, but I just wanted to write to you and then I got a bit carried away. I don’t usually feel so sorry for myself. It is such a lovely place to live and the people are so kind to both of us. I’m just a bit bored, I suppose, that’s all.
Are you coming to stay again soon? That would be lovely. Or should we come down to see you before school starts? If I can tear Nicholas away from the harvest, that is.
With all my love,
Helena







  
  three

The Goodbodys, Mr and Mrs, lived at the other end of the village. Until recently, Mr Goodbody had been the head gamekeeper. Five gamekeepers worked on the estate and he bicycled between them each day, giving them their instructions, and bicycled an extra time on Fridays to distribute their wage packets. Regular as clockwork, when Nicholas was walking home from school on Fridays Mr Goodbody would cycle past and exchange greetings. 
On his retirement earlier in the year, a collection was taken on the estate to buy him a television to watch the Coronation. It was the first television in the village; electricity had arrived only a couple of years earlier. On the day of the Coronation the home of the Goodbodys was packed. Nicholas sat on the floor; his mother was found a chair. Everyone brought buns and drinks and the whole village, or as many as could be packed in, watched the ceremony as it flickered in black and white, sometimes disappearing altogether, in the corner of the couple’s small front room. The star of the Coronation was the queen of Tonga, resplendent in the traditional dress of her country, full of colours that could only be described by the commentators.
Afterwards Nicholas could not remember a great deal of the proceedings, but he did remember a discussion about when the queen would have a break to go to the lavatory. “That poor young girl, she must be bursting. And all them clothes to take off and that crown an’ all. My Dylis now, she…”
“We don’t want to know about your Dylis, Mary. And what’s her crown go to do with it? She in’t going to pee in that, is she? Not unless she get desperate.”
“They don’t get desperate like us. They get special training. Hold it in.”
“Don’t talk a lot of squit, Mary. Look, they just stopped for elevenses. They’ll help her with all them clothes.”
“I bet that queen of Tonga, she could go for ever.” 
When he left that day, Mr Goodbody made it clear to him that he must come round any time he felt like it to see them; he only had to knock on the door, they said, and he was always welcome.
At weekends or after school that summer he sometimes walked down the village to their cottage behind the church. Mrs Goodbody would bring him a drink and a flapjack and he sat in one of their armchairs. Mr Goodbody would ask him about school and then tell him about the time when he started work, over fifty years earlier, just after Queen Victoria died and King Edward came to the throne. He had to walk four miles in the dark to work and four miles home again. Every time Nicholas called, Mr Goodbody told him the same stories until his exasperated wife would cry “Body! You told him that before!”
Mr Goodbody would acknowledge his wife’s point but carry on regardless. “He don’t mind,” he would say, and it was true.
The day after his straw carting, Nicholas hoped to catch the men in the yard again and be offered more work. However, the corn was dry and they were combining straight away. He came back indoors, where his mother was reading the paper and drinking a cup of tea.
“It says here that England might win the test match,” she said.
“What, England and Australia?”
Nicholas loved his cricket at school and in the farmyard but had little real idea of international matches.
“Yes, England are playing Australia at The Oval. You ought to go and ask Mr Goodbody if you can watch it on his television.”
So it was that he sat in the Goodbodys’ front room eating a jam tart and drinking homemade blackcurrant juice as the screen flickered on and off again, went fuzzy and then cleared.
“We’ve got a good chance today,” Mr Goodbody said. “In fact, lad, I don’t want to get too excited yet but I think we’re going to win.”
Nicholas could not imagine Mr Goodbody getting too excited.
“Have we ever beaten Australia before?” he asked.
“Have we? I’ll say so. In fact it was just like this in ’26, when we beat them for the first time after the Great War. At The Oval, like this time. Jack Hobbs and Wilfred Rhodes did for them, and Maurice Tate. Then we beat them in ’32-’33, bodyline, but the less said about that the better. Then we won the last test in ’38 when young Len Hutton got 364. Same name as you and your mum, Hutton. After this war, though, Bradman beat us again, then Hassett. This is our first good chance.” 
“Who’s that batting now?”
“That’s Denis Compton. Greatest batsman there’s ever been. I saw him play in ’47. We stayed with my sister in Enfield for our holidays. I went to Lord’s. Sun shone all week. Denis got a hundred. And you see that chap at the other end? That’s Bill Edrich. Comes from Norfolk. And all his brothers and cousins, they can turn out a full side. My boy Charlie he played against Edrich once. They wanted a couple of fielders for a match at one of them big houses, back in ’34 I’m thinking, so they rang up the Colonel and he sent Charlie and young Harry Smith. Got them off work for the day. Edrich, he was only a young boy then, he got fifty.”
“Gosh. That must have been good.”
“Charlie could tell you all about it. Then Harry Smith got killed in the war. In Africa.”
“Oh.”
They watched as Compton and Edrich brought the Australian total closer.
“Tell me about when you started work, Mr Goodbody. About how you went out in the dark.”
“Oh, them were the days all right. Not the good old days, though. I used to get up at five, my poor old mum made me some porridge and tea and I set off walking. Four miles it were, and we never had tarmac roads in them days. Started work at seven, I was working in the woods then. Dark as hell in winter. Did a day’s work then walked home again. In the dark again, like as not. Bed by eight o’clock. Times was hard, young Nicholas. Times was hard.”
“Did you go to the war, Mr Goodbody?”
“Ah, yes, I went to the war. The Great War.”
“Did you fight the Germans?”
“It’s best we don’t talk about all that, lad. There’s been enough fighting. Look at that! Denis hit a four - we’re nearly there! Mother!”
Mrs Goodbody came bustling in. “What’s up?”
“We’re going to win! We’re going to beat them Australians! Look!”
Then England won. Pandemonium broke out in the household. Mr Goodbody stood up, sat down again, bit his pipe and beamed. Mrs Goodbody said “Well I never” several times. Nicholas clapped. England had won the Ashes. It was a day none of them would ever forget. It was better than the Coronation.

      [image: ]“Mum.”
“Yes, dear?”
“Tell me about the time you met Dad.”
“Again, dear?”
“Yes, Mum. And how you came to live here.”
Helena put down her book and sipped her glass of sherry. “The long version or the short version?”
“The long one.”
“All right, Nicholas. But I’ve got to look at the stew in a bit. That saucepan always seems to stick if I’m not careful.”
They sat in the conservatory, where the door to the garden was open. Facing west, they had to shield their eyes against the sun. At six o’clock it was still bright, but sometimes Helena told stories in here after supper while the sun went down. Earlier on, she brought the wireless in and they listened to Children’s Hour. In winter they sat in the drawing room and listened to the comedies after their meal. Gradually Nicholas would become sleepier until he stumbled upstairs to bed.
“Right from the start, Mum.”
“Well, then. Right from the start. I was acting in a play in Liverpool.”
“What was it called?”
“Well, it was Shakespeare. As You Like It. I was there in Mr Wolfit’s company. He has his own theatre company and I worked for him quite a bit. Well, we were doing the play in Liverpool for a week and it was going quite well; the local papers had all given us good write-ups and I had my picture in the paper. It was about a year after the beginning of the war. When the war first started they thought everything should be shut down. Then they realised people still had to go out and do things, and anyway they needed to be entertained, it was good for the war effort. It was a bad time, it was after Dunkirk and there were air raids on Liverpool as well as London. So, anyway, we were putting on the play.”
“Were you the star?”
“I was the leading lady, if you like. It’s not quite the same as being a leading lady in London but we did most of the provinces and I got some attention, yes.”
“Was that why Dad came to see you?”
“I don’t know about that. We were invited on his ship first. He had joined the Fleet Air Arm, that’s like the navy’s air force, but they all still had a ship they were stationed on. They were berthed in Liverpool for three nights, on their way from Scapa Flow to Gibraltar.”
“What was the ship called?”
“It was called The Magnificent. It was huge. It couldn’t get right into the harbour at Liverpool so it had to stay outside and they came in on smaller boats.”
“What sort of plane did he fly?”
“I don’t know, I’m afraid. But fairly soon after that he became a senior officer and he didn’t fly as many planes himself. He was too important.”
“So did you go out to the ship?”
“We were invited out there, the whole company, on the first day they were there. We went out in a boat called a cutter and we went up on to his ship.”
“Was he waiting to meet you?”
“They all were. The ship’s captain came first and he introduced us to all the officers. “This is Mr Hutton,” he said, and I saw this tall, handsome officer with fair hair and a twinkle in his blue eyes. I fell in love with him there and then.”
“Did he have his uniform on?”
“Of course he did, dear. And he looked wonderful in it. He made for me straight away and then he showed me round the ship. Or boat as he called it. Just me he showed round. He sort of separated me from the others. I heard the rest of the officers laughing but he didn’t care. He just swept me off my feet.”
“What was the ship like?”
“Oh, you’re so romantic, Nicholas, all you want to know is about the ship. Well, it was very big, I can tell you that. All I wanted was to look at Mr Hutton, though. Mr Hugh Hutton, he told me straight away. His friends often called him HH.”
“Did he come and watch the play?”
“That night most of the officers came. Afterwards he came backstage and then he took me out for supper. It was quite a short one because he had to be back on the ship. The next day he managed to scrounge a day off. And somehow he scrounged a car and some petrol. We drove up to Southport and walked along the beach and went on the pier. Then he came to the play again and we went out to supper, then he had to go back to the ship again. The next day they were gone.”
“Gone? Where did they go?”
“They went to Gibraltar. They were patrolling the Mediterranean. He wrote to me and then we spent a week together when he was on leave.”
“Did you? Where did you go?”
“First we went to his parents’ house in Norfolk, your granny and granddad Hutton. I was working in London. Then I took him to meet my family, your granny and granddad Manning. Then we had a weekend on our own without anyone. That was a secret.”
“A secret? Why was it a secret?”
“Well, we pretended we were married, you see. We went to a hotel in Brighton for the weekend. Everyone thought he had gone back to his ship but really he was in Brighton with me. Then, the next time he came home on leave, we spent the whole week alone together. The time after that, we got married!”
“Gosh!”
“It was what they call a whirlwind romance. But we were very happy. Dad found us our house here because no-one was living in it and Colonel Spencer, whom he knew, wanted to rent it. And we’ve been here ever since. Daddy came here when he was on leave. Then of course he got sent to the Far East after the war in Europe was over.”
“What happened then?”
“He was killed, darling, as you know. The Japanese bombed his ship and a lot of people were
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