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Luv Karen

 

“Higgins tells me the Furnivall estate has the fever.”  “I do hope Robert doesn’t catch it.  I’m depending on him offering for Marion.”  “Robert, that old stick in the mud.  No thank you, I’d rather have a season.”  “Well if you don’t want him I suppose I could have him.”  “Marion if your father says you will accept Robert, then you’ll accept him.  Unless the weather and harvest are exceptionally good the only choice will be accept or bread and water in your room until you do.”  Jennifer sent a soulful look across to her sister and prayed for two good harvests so she’d get a season as well. 

 

“Higgins, seal off the estate until the fever has run its course.  I don’t want either of my darlings infected with whatever it is.”  Higgins nodded.  He’d already given the order that no pedallers or travellers were to be admitted to the estate.

 

Frances washed her hands with soap and water, that together with boiling water before drinking was what old Mrs. Gilbert had recommended.  She’d been the woman who grew herbs in her garden but for the fever that was sweeping the village at the moment cleanliness was next to godliness and that was all they had.  

 

Baron Furnivall and his wife caught the fever and died together with five indoor servants as well.  The will was read and Robert, the twenty one year old heir, raided the strong box and drove his curricle off down to London leaving the sickness behind.

 

Frances did what she could but her parents succumbed, as did far too many of the village mainly the elderly and the very young.  Still they managed to bury the dead.  Even the curate worked alongside the sexton to dig the graves.  Eventually it seemed that the illness had finally run its course and things were settling down at last, when the steward fell ill and died.  Frances’s dreams of a season or even a wedding in the church fell by the wayside as there were fewer eligible bachelors left after the fever.  

 

On the Sunday the curate announced in church there would be a meeting after the service to try to sort out what was to be done.

 

A new vicar would normally be appointed by a recommendation from the owner of the estate but no one knew how to contact him.  Still the curate was looking forward to keeping the fees for burials and so forth until a new vicar was appointed.  Frances was a neat armful, if they were wed she could carry on looking after the flock and she knew their ways.  He’d move into the vicarage, purely temporarily of course, but with a wife who knew the parish by his side there was a good chance of being appointed vicar, and all those lovely tithes.  They needed a new steward but again he needed to be appointed by the owner of the estate.

 

“Well what are we to do with the rent money?  I don’t fancy having it lying around the farmhouse in case someone walks off with it.”  “Who’ll organise barges to carry our crops up the canal.  None of us have enough to fill a barge, the steward always sorted it out.”  “Have to be someone who could read and write.”

 

“Who’ll organise and pay the wages for the staff in the house?” 

 

Frances had a sense of doom.  She’d caught the gleam in the curate’s eye and knew she couldn’t remain in the vicarage but the main house that was a different matter.  “Would you like me to organise things.  I need to move out of the vicarage anyway so I could move into the main house and run it until Lord Furnivall comes back with his wife.”  She looked at the sceptical faces, “Well why else would he be going to London for the season but to find a wife?”  She asked and everyone knew full well finding a wife was likely to be the last thing on his mind.

 

Mr. Tompkins looked round at the others.  “Well Frances has always been good at organising the carol concerts and jumble sales, I think we should give it a try.”  Frances let out a breath she’d been holding and the meeting came to a close.  Mr. Sanders, the curate, approached her “There’s no need to move out of the vicarage, we could be wed and live there together.”  Frances prevaricated “I couldn’t possibly even consider thinking about marriage before my year of mourning is up, but thank you for the offer.”  She moved her things into the big house that afternoon taking Betty, her personal maid, with her.  Later in the day the rest of the vicar’s servants simply moved across to the big house. 

 

Betty selected a guest room for her charge and cheekily took the room next to it for herself, merely to be on hand if she was required you understand.  Frances sat down with the housekeeper and together they went over Mrs. Gilbert’s ideas about washing hands and boiling water in order to keep the household safe.

 

Frances had Joe, her groom, bring over Midnight and the vicar’s matched team of Cleveland bays to the stables behind the big house.  Betty had him quietly bring over the best of the Vicar’s furniture which she and Jed scattered over the manor house seeing as Frances would inherit it and it was a pity to lose it.  So that night Frances slept in her own bed. 

 

Frances drew up a list of jobs that needed to be done and a list of what was needed for each.  For the best results they needed to start ploughing soon.  She’d heard of a new sort of plough that needed less effort from the horses so she spent some rent money on buying three.  They were delivered by canal and when she went down to supervise their collection the bargeman who was always on the lookout for new business asked if the estate had any produce he could carry back to the nearby town.  “Stone is in great demand as well.”  The uneven ground between the canal and the estate meant a team of eight horses had to be used to pull them up hill in places and going downhill was little better.  Still talking to the optimistic bargemen they mentioned that collieries had started to use wagonways to haul coal down to the canal.  They cut through the hills and used the fill to fill in the dips so the wagonway was practically level. 

 

Well the estate had a quarry and a wagonway would make it economic to haul stone for buildings.  Still she needed money to build the wagonway so she’d raided the rent money once more then the tithe money when the rent money wasn’t quite enough, thinking to replace it when the quarry became profitable. 

 

Frances delegated where she could but even so her organising talents were hard put to it to keep up with all the tasks.

 

She managed to get the fields sown, even ploughing some fields herself.  Well the Cleveland Bays knew and trusted her so were willing to pull the new ploughs.  She’d spent some of her precious funds on seeds from the seed merchant who swore on oath she’d get better yields from his main crop varieties and if she’d like to plant some early and late varieties that would spread the harvest out.

 

 

Mr. Gibbons looked round the kitchen.  The girl scrubbing pans was about the right size, she’d do.  “Henri the girl over there can you spare her?”  “That one, she’s filling in for Molly who is sick today.  You may have her.”

 

He walked over and tapped Ann on the shoulder and pointed first to Mr. Gibbons then made shooing movements for her to go to him.  He led her to a room with a bath of hot water in it and handed her a dress.  “You’re to have a bath then get changed, I’ll be back in twenty minutes.”

 

Ann wasn’t sure how long twenty minutes was but she started to get undressed.  There was a knock on the door and a middle aged woman walked in.  “I’m Mrs. Crauford, get in the bath and I’ll help you wash your hair.”  As Mrs. Crauford washed her hair she chatted away.  “We’re short staffed tonight so you be on the main floor.  Your job will be to clear the empty glasses and bottles away.  If one of the members fondles you you are not to scream, I’ll put you in with the gamesters, they’re less likely to pay you any unwanted attention since they’ll be concentrating on their play.”

 

Ann was dressed in silk stockings and the waitress outfit was finer than anything she’d ever worn before.  Mrs. Crauford brushed her hair out and set her head piece in place before showing Ann her reflection in a full length mirror.

 

Mr. Gibbons came into the room and glanced over her.  “You’ll do.  Mrs. Crauford will show you the ropes.”

 

Five minutes later she was collecting glasses.  A group left and there was a half full bottle of vintage port on the table.  She picked it up and asked one of the waiters what to do with it.  “Take it down to Harry on the door.”

 

She trooped down to see Harry the doorman and passed him the half empty bottle.  “Ta love, if you come across any others put them to one side under the bar at the left hand end and I’ll pick them up later.”

 

Robert managed to find an old school friend who put him up for the night and guided him to his own set of rooms.  That evening dressed in formal evening wear borrowed from his friend they entered his friend’s club and had a meal together.  Afterwards they drifted towards the gaming tables and sat down to a game of cards. 

 

When Robert came in in his borrowed evening dress Ann thought him the most handsome young man in the world.  She kept an eye on him as she gathered up the empty glasses.  She barely noticed when Lord Mansfield fondled her bum.  Well she did when he slipped a florin in her apron’s pocket for the privilege.

 

Robert felt confident, he’d often won at school and soon a pile of coins was in front of him.  “Want to try your hand over here?”  He was invited to another table where the stakes were higher.  He gulped at the stakes, “Not afraid to play deep are you?”  His friend tried to caution him but feeling confident he took a seat at the table.  At first he played cautiously as he got used to the other three players at the table.  Then he was dealt four kings.  It looked as if he was going to have to drop out as the bidding grew greater than the sum he had in front of him.

 

Lord Sherborne was feeling in a good mood. He ran his eye over the card players, one he didn’t recognise, must be up from the country.  He wondered if Malcolm would try his usual trick of bluffing a newcomer.  He noticed his hesitation but thought Robert was playing well and wasn’t too intoxicated.  He saw Robert reach inside his jacket and draw out the deeds to his estate.  “You don’t need to stake all your estate to win.  I’ll give you your value of it then you can buy it back off me tomorrow.”  An estate worth twenty grand, there was three grand on the table, he’d take the player’s word for the value.  It would be worth the money to see Malcolm lose.  Robert handed over the deeds and his estimate of the value of the estate, which he plucked out of the air, and soon he was playing with the member’s IOUs which were accepted as cash.

 

Robert met the bid and prayed his opponent wasn’t holding four aces.  The room was watching what came next as the cards went down.  His opponent showed his cards one at a time.  The Ace of spades came first, followed by the Ace of diamonds, followed by the Ace of hearts.  He paused before laying down his last card, the two of clubs.  Robert laid down his four kings and scooped the pot.

 

“Fresh up from the country, if you hadn’t staked him I’d have had that last pot.”  “Never mind Malcolm, you managed to pull it off last week.”  “Aye true enough.  No hard feelings lad.  Fancy another hand?”

 

A bottle of port arrived and was soon drunk.  The pile of coins and IOUs travelled back and forth around the table.  Yet another bottle of vintage port was called for and disappeared.  Robert won some hands and lost others.  This was the life, he lost another hand and realised he’d lost a thousand ponds on the turn of a card.  That sobered him up quickly and he rose a bit unsteady on his feet before staggering to the door then collapsing in a drunken heap.  The doorman called over to two footmen and soon he was bundled into a cab by the two footmen.  “Worth twenty quid do you think Ed?”  “Twenty each easily, and thirty for Harry on the door.”  When Robert got up and walked out Ann quickly scooped up his fine leather gloves, few coins and the scraps of paper at his place at the table and slid them into her apron’s pocket.  She scurried after him and grabbed an empty bag in Harry’s tiny office. “I’ve got a few of his belongings of his.”  “It’s late and you’re practically finished for the evening.  Tag along and leave them with him.”  You never know she might get a better job out of this rather than be hired for the day and going round collecting empty glasses and bottles.  She slid into the cab besides Robert.

 

They reached a town house in an unfashionable part of town and Ed knocked on the front door.  “Harry’s compliments, one drunk Lord Furnivall, unmarried baron fresh from the country, who shocked himself by losing a grand on the turn of the cards.”  The butler looked down his nose, then motioned to two footmen.  “Carry him upstairs to the blue guest room.”  He turned back to Ed “If you’ll just wait here a moment.“.  He came back carrying three purses.  “He should do fine.  Thirty for Harry and the master’s thanks, and twenty each for yourselves.”  At the house she followed the two footmen up the stairs then curled up in an armchair by the fire.

 

Gillian rose out of bed and dressed with the help of her maid.  “I’ll just spend a moment or two and style your hair.”  Gillian’s nose twitched.  “Are we expecting a caller this morning Eleanor?”  “No not that I’d heard.  I just thought you might like to look your best this morning.”  Eleanor turned away and tidied up things to Gillian’s eye didn’t need tidying.  Still she glanced in the mirror and decided she did look her best after all.

 

There was a gleam in the footman’s eye as he greeted her.  More suspicious than ever she entered the dining room ready for her breakfast.  “Good morning papa, I didn’t expect to see you this morning.  Are you taking the day off from the business?”  “Why shouldn’t I take my breakfast with my darling daughter?”  “It must be the first time in three years.  What’s happening, Eleanor said we weren’t expecting any callers this morning.”

 

Her father looked at her.  “I’ve found a title who you might consider marrying.  He’s young, got all his limbs, and a title and you know having a title on the board is good for business.”

 

Upstairs Robert was given a bath and plenty of hot coffee to sober him up.  Then cleaned up he was escorted down to the drawing room, Ann tagged along and took a seat in the corner.

 

Gillian entered the drawing room and looked him over.  He didn’t look too bad but she had her pride after all. 

 

“So I’m expected to marry a penniless Lord am I just so he can gamble away my dowry?”  Ann sat in the corner thought it was time she spoke up and defend him.  “He’s not penniless.”  She pulled out the small cloth bag and tipped its contents out. She held out a handful of gold guineas.  Gillian picked up one of the bits of paper.  It read pay the bearer on demand the sum of five pounds.  “Can you read and write?”  She asked the maid.  Ann looked down at the floor “I was never taught my letters.”   She picked up another and read it out loud.  “IOU five thousand guineas Mansfield”, she reached for another soon she had totalled up eighty seven thousand guineas.  Robert looked astounded.  “My estate was only worth twenty thousand pounds or so, I was frightened when I realised I’d lost a thousand guineas on the turn of a card and I don’t think I’ll gamble again.”  Gillian perked up.  A penniless Lord was one thing but one worth eighty seven thousand guineas even if he didn’t have an estate, well she could hold her head up high and pater would soon buy him a new estate.  Somewhere in the Cotswolds she fancied.  She stepped over to him and raised her lips to him in invitation for a kiss.  Not thinking he bent his lips to hers and it was only when Ann tapped him on the shoulder and whispered “Someone might come in.” that they paused.  “I’ll tell papa we’ll be wed then?”  Robert nodded and with his arm round her they went off to seek her father.  “Let him think you’re broke by the way, that way he’ll be more generous.”  She whispered in his ear. 

 

Ann looked at the scraps of paper and thought if only she’d been able to read she was sure Harry would have found a way to turn the scraps of paper into gold.  “Does that mean you can afford to give me a job?”  She asked hopefully.  “Ten pounds?”  “A quarter?”  She asked hopefully.  He didn’t want to appear penny pinching so agreed.

 

Back on the estate the harvest was so good there wasn’t enough labourers to bring the harvest in, well until the enterprising bargeman brought in families from the nearby town on the barge to help with the harvest.  They helped complete the wagonway as well and as winter approached the first loads of stone made their way down the wagonway to the canal.

 

The second year was spent digging new wells and repairing cottages.  Jobs that the steward had put off for years.  At the canal they built a wharf and arranged it so barges could load up or unload without blocking other boats on the canal.  The derrick cranes the bargemen persuaded her to buy made light work of loading and unloading the barges.

 

Jennifer looked round at her sister’s bedroom, London she’d made it.  Her father had conceded that bringing both girls out at once would be more economical and that the unexpectedly good harvest meant there was money enough to do the season.  Marion had a full length cheval mirror in her room.  An extravagance they didn’t have at home.  Everything seemed to be organised to make life simple to find the man of your dreams.  Jennifer’s dream was to find a wealthy title. 

 

Eliza had looked over Mama’s list of eligibles and had guided her to the most likely to propose.  Dukes were ruled out, too much competition.  Three mere misters had been added by Eliza, less competition and all were sufficiently wealthy.  Then Marion being the eldest had her choice and Jennifer had the leftovers.  Still some of the second and third sons were fun to dance with and Mama didn’t grill her so hard about their conversation.

 

Marion looked at the note her London lady’s maid passed her and gave her a florin in return.  “Well what news sister mine?”  “Lord Cranley’s ball and a look in at Lord Merton’s rout.”  “Thank heavens Lord Segrave isn’t fond of music.  You don’t think he might get specious that we just happen to turn up when he does?”  “But so does Lady Cluett and her daughter as well since that’s whom Eliza’s sister works for.”  “Well all I can say Eliza is worth every penny of our pin money she gets.  Now do you think the pale green or the pink?”  Jennifer twirled in front of the full length mirror in her sister’s bedroom first in one then the other.  “Oh do we know where Sir Gibby will be this evening?”  “He’ll be attending a lecture at the Royal Society.”  “Good grief, just how are we supposed to captivate him?  You don’t think he expects to talk about anything but fashion and gossip do you?”

 

Eliza picked up a hair brush “Now hold still whilst I do your hair.  Miss Jennifer I’ll get to yours in a moment.”  Really they came up from the country without the least idea of how London society worked or what the latest fashion in hair styles was.  At least they were pleasant to work for and didn’t come with brothers who thought maids were only there to provide entertainment.

 

Marion smiled at him, “Such a coincidence bumping into you like this.  My sister Jennifer hasn’t a partner for the next dance.”  Lord Segrave did his duty, at least he avoid Lady Cluett who was bearing down on him with her daughter in tow.

 

“Do I stand a chance of dashing to the card room do you think after dancing with you?”  Jennifer giggled, “I suspect Lady Cluett is waiting close to the door.  You could always ask my sister to dance and between us we could distract Lady Cluett whilst you made it safely to the card room.”

 

Marion got her dance and Jennifer met them at the card room door afterwards so Lord Segrave could slip into the card room and enjoy a game of cards.

 

A week later and Lord Segrave was beginning to feel London was too small.  He was safe at his club and at a meeting of the Royal Society, but that was about all.  He’d been invited to dine on three occasions and found Lady Cluett and her daughter present at two of them.  Marion, Jennifer and their mother were present at the third.

 

“God that woman.”  Charlie looked up, “Lady Cluett and her youngest daughter?”  “I swear the woman can read minds, she seems to know exactly which entertainments I’ll be attending.  The only place I’m safe is here in the club.  I can’t wait to get out of town to your house party next week Ronald.”  Ronald looked up “But Lady Cluett somehow managed to invite herself to it, cornered mater.”  “Is nowhere safe?”

 

Gerald looked up, “Well if you don’t mind roughing it there’s always the old Furnivall estate.  The deeds have been back and forth round the card tables for the last three years now.  As far as I know they had a bit of bother, something killed off the steward, the old baron, many of the servants and tenants.  My man of business tells me there was a letter from the vicar’s daughter saying they would be hard put to it to feed the remaining villagers.  If you’d like to take off my hands I’d be grateful.”  “How much would you like?”  “Would be ten thousand be asking too much?  Lord Furnivall said it was worth twenty but it doesn’t seem to have produced any income in the last three years.”

 

He wrote out a draught on his bank for the amount.  “Thank you.  Oh in case you’re interested one of my footmen mentioned he’d been approached last year by one of Lady Cluett’s servants and offered a weekly sum of money to let her know which entertainments I’d be attending and I meant to mention it but my footman saw your valet together with one of your footmen drinking with one of Lord Cluett’s staff and they didn’t seem to be paying for their drinks either.”  Lord Segrave, thought it was time he went home.  He entered the library and counted out some coins into a number of purses, before going to bed. 

 

The next morning he got up and asked that the entire staff assemble in the library, without exception.

 

He looked them over as they found their way into the room.  He had a purse for each except Dobbs and a new maid he didn’t recognise.  “You are?”  He enquired.  “Molly sir.”  “You’re new I assume?”  “Started yesterday sir.”  “Go and gather up your belongings and wait for me at the stables.  Molly scurried out of the room.  “I keep running into Lady Cluett and her daughter.  She seems to know exactly which entertainments I’ll be attending.  At least two of you have been seen accepting drinks from Lord Cluett’s staff.  You’re all fired, without a reference except Dobbs.  Dobbs you’ll see the rest off the premises and stay on as caretaker.  I’ll leave you funds to hire a new cook and a couple of maids to keep the house going.”  He started to hand out the purses for their outstanding wages.  His butler protested his innocence but was silenced by the comment that he was responsible for the behaviour of the staff beneath him.

 

Dobbs escorted each individually to their bed to gather up their belongings then escorted them off the premises.  When all was done and he’d handed over funds to Dobbs, he and Dobbs walked out to the stables and harnessed up the curricle.  “Right girl mount up we’re off to the country.”

 

It looked cloudy overhead, Bernard pulled up at a store in the next town, “It looks like it’s coming onto rain so in you go and buy a good cloak, a waterproof cloak and a waterproof hat.”  Molly dashed in clutching more money than she’d seen in her life.  There wasn’t much choice in colour and to be honest both cloaks were a bit on the large size but they were new and not hand me downs.

 

Soon she was back on the curricle.  “Hold the reins whilst I get us some food to eat as we travel.”  Molly gingerly held the reins until Bernard stepped back and passed her a basket containing bread, cheese, butter and a few slices of ham.  Then they were away munching food as they went.  Soon it started to drizzle and they dressed up in their protective clothing.

 

Molly enjoyed being up high and peering over the hedges into the fields beyond.  She chatted away quite happily until she suddenly had a thought.  If she wasn’t suppose to speak to the butler before being spoken to was she supposed to speak to the master.  She fell silent.  Bernard looked down on her, “Has the beauty of the English countryside left you speechless?”  “No sir, but if I’m not supposed to speak to the butler without being spoken to first then I’m quite sure the same rule applies to you.”  “You may speak to me, your comments make the journey go faster and as my personal servant you may address me at any time.”

 

Molly giggled, “Even at two o’clock in the morning if I have a thought?”  Bernard glared at her, “Just remember in law I may beat my servants.”  Molly gave a credible imitation of a curtsey whilst sitting on the bench of the curricle as they bowled alone.

 

Bernard was feeling a bit bored so on one straight stretch of road he handed the reins over to Molly and taught her how to handle the pair to give her a little more confidence.

 

When they arrived at the Kings Head, where Bernard had decided to stay the night he dropped her off and bade her see if they had rooms for the night whilst he stayed with the team ready to continue on.

 

Molly had difficulty making her desires known as the inn was very busy.  Eventually she stood directly in front of a waitress and demanded two rooms, holding out a double florin in front of her.  “There’s only the one room left.  There’s a boxing match on today and there’ll be lots of drunken toffs around tonight.”  Molly took the room and asked for a truckle bed in it.  She scurried out and mentioned they had one room left but were expecting a boisterous crowd after a boxing match that was being held in a nearby field.  That night she was glad she was sharing a room with his lordship, she didn’t fancy her chances with an inn full of inebriated sports fanatics. 

 

Eventually they found their way to the estate.  Molly had dared to ask the way to a farm worker who had been working hedging by the side of the road much to the disgust of Bernard.  Still it was only the work of a moment to turn the curricle round and return to the last crossroads and take the correct road this time.

 

Bernard drove round to the stables at the rear where Jem stepped out from the stables.  “Come to the right place have you?  We don’t get many visitors these days.”  “Well I hope so.  Is there someone in charge that I can speak to?”  Jem thought about it for a moment.  “Thy’d best see Frances, you’ll find her in the kitchen making pies.  Through the back door then on your left.”  “Can you find some stabling for these pair?”  “Aye right enough.”  Bernard spoke to Molly, “Want to keep an eye on him with the horses?”  Jem bridled for a moment until Molly blurted out.  “I’d love to help.  I’ve always wanted to groom these pair.  I think they’re rather splendid, brought us all the way up from London.”  Jem unhitched them and Molly got in the way trying to be helpful, chattering away all the time.

 

Bernard entered and found Frances alone in the kitchen wearing a flour covered apron.  “Frances?”  He enquired.  “Depends whose asking.”  “The new owner of the estate.  Lord Furnivall lost it in a card game some time ago.”  Frances popped the three last pies in the oven and popped into the hall to check the time before returning and hanging up her apron.  “Is your wife with you?”  “I’m unmarried.”  “Oh dear, well I can’t remain, it would ruin my reputation.”  “Is there a cottage I could occupy for the present?”  She looked at him doubtfully.  “I thought if we put it out I was here for the fishing and lived in a cottage whilst you show me the estate?”  “Yes that would work.  I’m afraid the estate hasn’t produced a lot of income for the last three years and I think we can feed you in the main house.  Do you have any servants accompanying you?”. “Just Molly she can keep the cottage straight.”  “Well that should keep the gossips happy.  I’ll have Jem guide you to the best fishing places on the morrow.”  Molly looked over the cottage, “So I’m to keep it straight and apart from making you tea or coffee we eat at the big house?”  “Sounds about right.”

 

The next morning Frances set out to see how the fishing was going.  Bernard was laid out on the ground under a large tree with his hat over his eyes.  Molly was sound asleep under another tree.  Frances nudged him gently with her foot in his side.  “Practising to be a lazy landlord?”  She queried.  He looked up, “Molly, I thought you were suppose to protect me.”  “Only from wild animals and Frances doesn’t look wild to me but looking at her it might be better not to provoke her.”

 

“Since you’re here at the canal I thought you might like to see what I’ve been spending your money on.”  “Not more bonnets to admire.”  Came the muttered response.  “As your personal bodyguard I’d suggest now would be a good time to stand up and look interested.”  “Traitor.”  

 

They rose to their feet and Bernard tied the fish they’d caught onto the back of the curricle.  “Lead on.”  He caught himself in a moment, ‘lay on Macduff’ was not the phrase he wanted to use since he wasn’t looking for a fight.  Frances gave him a demure look as if to say she knew exactly what he almost said.

 

Frances led them along the canal path for a quarter of a mile and there Bernard was startled to see a horse pulling four wagons linked together.  When he looked closer he saw the wagons were running on rails.

 

“Is it a wagonway?”  he asked.  “One of the bargemen thought it might be a good idea and it has been.  We used to just quarry enough stone for the estate but these days the towns are growing so quickly that they pay a good price for our stone.”  She pointed beyond to a wharf by the canal that had two derrick cranes on it.  “We had to invest in some infrastructure, so I raided the church tithes for these two since we didn’t have an incumbent vicar but we‘re in a position to repay them now.” 

 

“And I suppose the wagonway makes it cheaper to sell our produce to market as well?”  Frances smiled at him in agreement.  “I’ve noticed the cattle and sheep look in excellent condition.”  “With the sickness we lost all of the tenants so I spent money on running the estate with the workers we had left.  We built new wells away from the privies, and repaired many of the cottages.  We now have the very latest in ploughs, the seed merchant persuaded me to buy fresh seed rather than reuse the old.  It’s worked out well and we’re starting to see some income that isn’t earmarked for some project or other.”  “You’ll be wanting to build a school next.”  “It’s on the list but I hesitated in case the owner didn’t approve.”  “The new owner approves the idea, but hire a teacher don’t be trying to do it all yourself.  I’ve seen too many accidents because people couldn’t read labels or instructions.”

 

Bernard attended church on Sunday and felt the curate was trying too hard.  As they filed out he got the impression that Frances needed to be rescued from the attentions of the curate so interrupted their conversation with a question about the age of the church to the curate.

 

As he listened and asked further questions to keep the curate occupied until Frances had completed her escape.  He wasn’t quite sure why he felt protective of her but he did.

 

He spoke to Jem about the curate and if he was popular.  “He’s ambitious, hopes to marry Frances and be appointed the next Vicar when the baron returns, or whoever owns the estate these days.  Somehow I can’t see the baron holding onto it and I hear tell he’s married these days.”  “How much is the living worth?”  He asked, “My father mentioned the sum of seven hundred and eighty pounds a year plus the glebe land and the thirty five pounds a year he was paid for teaching each student who studied with him. Normally we had four students.  I’ve made sure the curate was paid his twenty pounds a quarter.”  “So the next rector has a couple of thousand waiting for him the moment he steps through the door.  No wonder our curate is keen to be selected.  Don’t you dare let him know I’m the new owner.”

 

Bernard had a thought, he tried to recall a quiet student he’d come across whilst studying at university, Carew?  Yes Carew it was.  At the back of his mind he recalled he’d been ordained, got married and taken a post as a curate.  Well if he was to appoint a rector it might as well be Carew, better than the current curate anyway.

 

The next morning he saddled up one of his horses and rode off exploring.  At Little Hampton he came across a Norman Church and dismounted to inspect the interior.  He was admiring the church when the Vicar offered to show him round.

 

“Travelled far?”  came a voice.  “Just about ten miles, I’ve recently move into the area and decided to explore.”  “The current St. Mark’s was rebuilt by the Normans in stone.  The original Anglo-Saxon church was wooden of course.”  Bernard listened quietly whilst the curate told the history of the church.  He tried to think of a way to give him some money without offending him.  “Could you call the banns for me?”  “Someone in the parish?”  “No but they’d be valid in a different parish no doubt?”

 

“True enough.”  Bernard gave him Frances’s and his name then handed over a sum of money.  “This is too much.”  “If someone should challenge them then there is enough funds here for you to carry a note to me.”  The curate nodded then wrote out a future dated certificate of the banns being read.  “Keep that hidden away until the three weeks is past.”  “Thank you.”  He dropped a few coins in the poor box on the way out.

 

Bernard mulled about Carew.  If he was living on a curate’s wage he would think twice before moving.  He’d best collect him and drop by the Bishop on the way there.  He’d need a wagon to bring Carew back with his wife and belongings.  He walked down to the stables and spoke to Jem about a wagon.  “Well Frances did say we were to accommodate you in anyway we could.  Do you want your bays harnessed up or a pair of shires?”  “Daybreak on the morrow and you might as well load it up with produce for market this evening.”

 

He walked back to the cottage.  “Molly we’re off on our travels tomorrow at daybreak.  We’ll be gone overnight maybe two nights away.  Think you can sell a wagon load of produce?”  “Times are hard are they?”  “Hard enough.  Now shall we retire to the big house for tea?”

 

At daybreak they set off.  They reached the Bishop’s residence by noon.  Bernard drew up the wagon by the kitchen door and let Molly supply his kitchen staff with whatever they wanted from the wagon.

 

He walked round to the front door and handed in his card requesting an audience with the bishop.  He presented his credentials and made his recommendation for Carew for the post of Rector for the living which was accepted.

 

Next they continued to the large village where he thought Carew lived.  He left Molly at the wagon with instructions to accept any reasonable offer for the produce.  Basically her job was to empty the wagon by nightfall.

 

Bernard knocked on the door of the tiny two up two down cottage.  A face appeared, “Good day I’m looking for Carew?”  “He’s out on parish business I’m afraid.  Could you come back later?”  “I’m Bernard we attended University together. We weren’t close but I’d like to speak with him.”  She looked him up and down, “Name some of his friends.”  She challenged.  “He didn’t have that many, he wasn’t the most outgoing person probably his closest friend would be Henry.”

 

She inspected him once more.  “You look respectable you’d best come in although I doubt it’s what you’re used to.”  She led him back into the kitchen put the kettle on before offering him a chair at the table and sent her maid to find Carew.  His wife looked to be in the early stages of pregnancy. 

 

He sipped his tea and looked round.  “Let me take you away from all this.”  Her lips smiled, “If only we’d met before I was married.”  “You can bring your husband along with you.”  Her eyebrows raised.  “Carew did mention some of things a certain Bernard and friends got up to.  Something about a pair of goats being let loose.”  “I was merely concerned for their welfare.  He did mention the time he misdirected a shepherd with his flock of sheep?”  “No tell me more.”

 

At this point Carew himself arrived and interrupted the tale.  “Hi Bernard what brings you here?”  Bernard passed over a letter signed by the Bishop with his appointment as rector at the parish of Normanton.

 

“Well it looks interesting.”  He passed it over to his wife for inspection.  “I’m not sure how we’d get there and should we accept without looking it over first?”  “Molly will be by with Nip and Tuck shortly.  We could give you a lift back tomorrow if that would be convenient.”  “You’d best talk to the Vicar and see what he says.”

 

Carew caught his vicar sipping a sherry before his evening meal.  “You have a look of someone who wants to talk.”  He remarked genially.  Carew held out the letter signed by the bishop.  “Normanton, I hadn’t realised they were looking for someone.  If I’d known I might have let them know I would be interested.”  “You mean it’s a good living?”  “Well put it this way, the living here is worth around six hundred a year.  Normanton between eight and nine hundred a year plus the glebe lands, so yes it offers a very reasonable living.”  “So you think I should accept?”  “You’d be a fool not to.  When would you be thinking of leaving?”  “I’ve been offered free transport tomorrow morning but if that’s inconvenient I could delay a day or two.”

 

“No, no my boy you pack up and leave, you’ll want your wife settled as soon as can be and as my wife was saying only the other day that two up and two down isn’t really the place to bring up a child.  I can soon find another curate, had a letter yesterday from a member of the family asking if I knew of anyone.  No off you go and good luck.  If the hunting is any good I’ll expect an invitation.”  His wife entered the room and accepted a sherry.  On being told the news she wished him luck and suggested he return home and pack straight away.

 

Selena looked round the vicarage and whispered to her husband.  “I’m not sure this is real.  It’s too good to be true.”  There was a knock on the door and Frances entered.  “I understand you’re the new Vicar.“  “Well so Bernard or rather Lord Segrave tells me.”  “The estate hasn’t paid any tithes for the last three years so those funds will be made available to you once I have the books straight.”  The front door opened and the curate walked in.  “Who are you?”  He demanded.  “He’s the new appointee according to the Bishop’s letter of appointment.  By the way Lord Segrave wishes to inform you your services are no longer required and gave me this envelope for you containing six months pay and hopes you’ll find a new post quickly.”  “Lord Segrave?”  “The new owner of the estate.”  “But why wasn’t I consulted?”

 

Lord Segrave walked in behind him.  “The decision was mine alone I think and my recommendation to the bishop was the gentleman before you.  Now your goods are currently in the Vicarage here but Jed will be here with a wagon within the hour to convey you wherever you might like to go.”  Frances turned to Carew and his wife “You must come up to the manor house and dine there this evening.  Over the next few days we’ll need to see about how many servants you’ll need to run the house.”

 

Moments later Jed and Sam arrived.  “Ah there you are.  Please assist Mr. Sanders to gather up his belongings and convey him to the coaching inn.  Hopefully he’ll be dignified about it but if he doesn’t get a move on you may hurry him along.”  Carew and his wife followed Lord Segrave out of the building.  Frances looked at Jed.  “I’ll just be on hand to make sure he only takes what is his.”

 

“Outside Carew turned to Lord Segrave.  “You were a bit hard on him.”  “You haven’t sat through one of his sermons.  Frances was the old Vicar’s daughter so she can give you a good idea of how the parish functions.  By the way I was impressed with the curate at St. Mark’s so if you want a curate and I think you can afford one you might like to take a ride over there.”

 

Once Frances had seen the curate on his way they sat down to a celebratory meal, quite the best that the kitchen could produce.  Frances looked round the table, “You realise that by announcing your name and that you’re the owner of the estate that you’ll need to take up residence which means I’ll need to move out and you’ll be the target for every match making mother in the area.”   Bernard opened his jacket and drew out a document which he passed to Carew.  “Yes that would do the trick.”  Selena being curious plucked the document out of her husband’s hands and quickly skimmed it. “Have you discussed this with Frances?” She pointedly asked Bernard.  “Not exactly I thought I’d ask Carew’s opinion first.”  “Well it’s been a wonderful evening but husband dear I think we should be going and let Bernard and Frances have a private conversation.”   Frances reached over and picked up the document and read it.  Then she looked round searching for something to throw down the table. 

 

Frances pulled the bell cord.  “Our new incumbent will be conducting his first service tomorrow morning at eight o’clock.  All staff will be at the church without exception.  I expect all farmer workers and their families to be present and all the villagers including old Mrs. Fletcher.”  The butler left the room closing the door behind him.  “Does this mean we’re getting married in the morning?”  Bernard asked tentatively.  “I had thought about having the banns read properly, and planning my wedding but its either get married quietly in the morning or sit back and watch the hunt as Lady Hungerford thrusts her daughters, Marion and Jennifer, upon you.”  Bernard looked taken back.  “I seem to recall meeting them at a ball in London once.” 

 

Two days later Bernard and Frances were sat having breakfast, Bernard had a letter from his London man of business in front of him which he passed to his wife.  “Apparently your father had savings plus stocks and shares which were to pay for a season or be your dowry.”
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