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Sam looked across the swollen river.  He could see a handcart that had been left behind in the retreat.  “Tom, reckon we can salvage it?”  “The river's a bit fast but if we took it apart we could bring it back on ropes.”   Sam turned to his men.  “Any volunteers to swim the river carrying a rope?”  His men tried hard to look inconspicuous.

 

“Find me a rope then and lance corporal you're in command whilst I'm gone.”  He walked upstream to find a suitable place to enter the water.  He tied the rope round his waist and took off his boots.  He slid into the cool water and slowly walked out into the river.  The current finally swept him off his feet but a few strokes had him close to the other bank and he pulled himself up with the help of some tree roots.

 

He hauled on the rope and tied it carefully round a tree.  Then he hauled in a second line and pulley.  Soon he had the handcart in parts and each part was hoisted across the river.

 

Finally he retied the rope in such a way that it would hold as he crossed but a tug on the second line would release it.  Rope and tackle was hard to come by.  Paul had liberated theirs from a limber wagon.  He dried himself off and changed into his spare dry uniform and looked over his charges.  Still now they had handcart to help carry whatever supplies they could lay their hands on.  

 

“Lieutenant Lord Peregrine Randall meet Serjeant Sam Smith.  You’ll follow any suggestions he makes if you please.” 

 

“You mean I’m to follow his orders?”  “Too many young lieutenants end up dead by insisting on wearing their distinctive uniforms.  I refuse to have to write to your mother writing a load of drivel about how you died valiantly in battle when reality is you would still be alive if you’d follow your serjeant's advice.”

 

Sam stood at attention his face carefully giving nothing away of his feelings.  Yet another member of the privileged class who thought they knew it all.  No matter he’d learn fast or he wouldn’t last long.  “Any questions ask your serjeant.  Dismiss.”  Sam carefully saluted then led the way out of the room.

 

“You understand we’re light infantry so there is no officer’s mess.  You’ll eat with your men.  You’ll do the same drills as the men and I highly recommend you dress the same way.”  “But surely they’ll want to be able to see me inspire them leading a charge from the front.”  “Light infantry doesn’t work that way.  It’s more crawl on your stomach, find a bit of cover then pick off the enemy one at a time and you’d better sell your horse to someone in headquarters.”  “What walk everywhere?”  “The men will be walking and you’ll arrive at the same time.  Besides a horse means we need food for it and that can be difficult at times.”    “So no leading the men on a charge from in front or volleys then.”  “We don’t charge more a sort of amble, and no volleys but we do have some rifles.  Some of the men prefer muskets as they’re faster to reload and can give a faster rate of fire if we’re attacked but for accuracy over long range the rifles are better.  We can shoot the enemy out of range of their muskets.”  “It isn’t what I was expecting and doesn’t seem very sporting.”  “It isn’t but it gets the job done.”

 

“He’s not very happy about the quality of the food.  Mind you he did admit the chicken dish was a pleasant change.”  “What’s he expect French cuisine?”  “I don’t think he’s made the connection yet between fighting the French and the lack of French cuisine.  Still he’s not as bad as some.”  “True enough.”  Sam returned to the indeterminate game of cards.  Hurry up and wait, seemed to be the army’s way.  He tried not to win all the time but over time his winnings had mounted.

 

They were taking their lunch time break when they met up with a company from the 55th marching forward to the front.  Two prisoners with the rank of corporal with their hands tied behind their backs accompanied them.

 

“Would you like to leave your prisoners with us?  We're heading back for supplies so we can hand them over then.”  The young mounted officer brightened.  “If you don't mind that would be useful.  Caught them stealing a chicken so they'll swing for it.”  Sam accepted the sorry pair into his custody and the company from the 55th moved out.

 

“Is he for real charging the pair of you for stealing a chicken?”  “Stickler for the bloody rules he is.”  “Nowt we can do about it now he’s charged you and no I’m not going to turn a blind eye whilst you desert.”  “Tom are we ready to move out?”

 

They moved forward with only some men and the handcart on the road.  The rest were spread out in the fields either side.  Shots were heard from up the road and the platoon took cover as a troop of French cavalry came charging through.  Tom and Harry fell in the first charge.  Sam slashed the ropes that held the prisoners’ wrists behind their backs.  “Grab those rifles and make yourselves useful.”  Well at least his Lieutenant knew how to aim a rifle.  The two prisoners were giving a good account of themselves as well.  They eventually repulsed the French and Sam looked over his men.  His Lieutenant was grinning.  “That was more like it.”  “Two more good men dead and we were short already unless.”  He turned and looked directly at the first prisoner.  “Harry take off that 55th uniform and get dressed properly.  Tom you do the same.”

 

He quickly wrote a report that said unfortunately two prisoners had been killed in a skirmish and had the lieutenant sign it without giving it much attention.  “You’ll never get away with it.”  Murmured Keith as he was dispatched as a runner back to HQ.  “Harry form up with Peter and cover our left flank.  Tom you’ll do the same with Paul on the right.  The rest of you lets move forward and see what we can do for the company of the 55th or what’s left of them.”  When they reached the remains of the company it was obvious that they had severe casualties.  Their mounted officer in his distinctive uniform had been shot first.  “Now do you see why wearing an officer’s uniform and riding your horse into battle is asking for trouble?”  Lord Randall just nodded.    “Peter and Paul help me load up the handcart with the two worst wounded and we’ll take them back to the field hospital.  As soon as they are loaded Peter take Harry and Tom to Lieutenant Follett’s wife. She’ll be with the guns.  Take a pair of rabbits with you.  Ask her nicely to clean their wounds up and keep them under observation for a couple of days.  You’ll stay with them and make yourself useful.”  Lord Randall queried sending them to Lieutenant Follett’s wife rather than the field hospital.  “She’ll do a better job and there’ll be less paperwork.” He’d have to remember to send a supply of rabbits over to the guns for the next few days. 

 

Lord Randall’s batman, Roger, stood in front of him.  “He’s been drawn into a card game by some officers of the 55th.”  “And?”  “They look dodgy to me.”  “I’ll take a look.”

 

Lieutenant Lord Randall looked at his cards once more.  It was almost as if some of the other card players knew exactly what was in his hand and played accordingly.  Sam had come up behind him.  “So Sam what would you do?”  Sam thought for a while and said, “Well given the player on your right is holding.”, and then he proceeded to rattle off each player’s hand.

 

A player on the other side of the demanded to know how he knew.  “I don’t know for certain but if you look at the backs of the cards carefully you’ll see slight differences and last time I saw a pack with those differences the faces were as I stated.”

 

“Are you accusing me of cheating.”  Came the demand from one of the players who had a great pile of money in front of him.  “If you weren’t aware of the markings then no, but if you were aware then I’d say yes.  Don’t forget I’m not a gentleman so you can’t demand satisfaction can you?”

 

“Leamington I think you’re finished.  Your pack of cards or word are no longer acceptable.  Serjeant I feel the best solution is to give you the money he has in front of him and on his person.”  Leamington got up and walked away.  A short while afterwards they heard a single pistol shot.  “Best way I think, he’d have been drummed out of the service else.”

 

“He was warned to only drink boiled water but he said the stream looked clean enough to him.  Now look at him.”  Sam peered at his lieutenant.  It looked as bad a case of funny tummy as he’d seen.  They nursed him for a couple of days before getting in the regimental doctor who shrugged his shoulders.  “Just keep up with what you’ve been doing.  If he gets any worse I could bleed him I suppose but I’m not a great believer in it myself.”

 

Two weeks later there had been some slight improvement and Sam was summoned to the Colonel's tent.  “Serjeant Smith did I or did I not charge you with keeping lieutenant Lord Randall alive and well?”  “You did Sir.”  “And now I understand he drank some water direct from a stream?”  “Yes Sir.”  “Well I know his mother and I have no intention of writing to her to say he died valiantly in action and didn’t suffer especially as he is now the Earl of Sussex.  His father and elder brother caught a fever, so you’d best escort him and his batman home and take those two reprobates of yours with you.  I live in dread that some visiting officer from the 55th might mistakenly recognise them as someone else.  We’re practically finished here so all four of you will be issued with discharge papers dated for three months time.  Now get out of my sight.”  “At once Sir.”  Sam saluted sharply spun round and exited the Colonel’s tent.

 

He dropped by the adjutant’s tent.  “Your papers are here.  The paymaster would be willing to issue you a cheque drawn on a London bank for any monies you might like to leave with him.”  He looked at Sam, “I’ve authorised him to pay you two pence in the pound more than your cash.”  “Sixpence seeing as you don’t have to transport gold to the battle front?”  “Bloody sixpence it is and he knows already.  I didn’t expect you to settle for twopence in the pound but I was just hoping.”

 

Sam broke the good news they were travelling home to Roger, Harry and Tom.  “Any funds you have in cash I can transfer to London with an extra sixpence in the pound.”  “When do we leave.”  “Two days time.”  “Ah good I’ve a fancy for a game of cards with the lads of the 55th.  I’ve still got the lucky pack of cards tucked away but you’ll have to remind me what those marks on the back mean.”

 

Sam spoke to the batman and the adjutant.  The long and the short of it was no horse drawn wagon was available.  So handcart it would be to start with at least.  Roger raided his officer’s purse and half was passed over to Sam to be retrieved in London.

 

The paymaster was gratified by the amount of coins Sam turned up with.  Tom was persuaded to leave the pack of cards with the adjutant for the regimental museum if only because of the danger of them being discovered and Tom hung as card sharp as they travelled.

 

They set off walking slowly.  One man would scout ahead two would gently push the handcart with the Lieutenant lain on top.  They were joined by a couple of travellers who were heading north to the channel and were happy to pay for their food in return for the extra security having the four armed men gave them.

 

A maid joined them as well and soon they were eating much better as she made herself useful as they travelled.  It took them two weeks to reach the coast and they wondered which way to travel to find a boat to cross the channel.  “You go Angleterre?”  The maid questioned.  The lieutenant opened his eyes.  “Angleterre oui.”  The maid broke into rapid French excited that someone understood her.  “Sam go with her to meet her cousins.  They have a fishing boat that sometimes carries a few bottles to England.”  Sam and Roger set forth to meet Estelle’s second cousins.  Estelle had simply hooked her arm through Roger’s arm and dragged him along.  

 

Roger looked towards Estelle.  “It’s not respectable to carry an English Earl back to England?”  “They can carry him back whilst smuggling goods.”  “So what’s the problem?”  The fishermen apparently weren’t smuggling at the moment.  Pierre, who would finance the trip buying the goods to be smuggled, had been arrested and no one else had the funds available to make the trip worthwhile.

 

Sam asked how much they would need.  They met with the wine merchant who had brought stock in anticipation of Pierre’s order had but no buyers.  Sam had Roger sample the stock.  “Good enough.”  The wine merchant was insulted and brought out another bottle.  “Superb.”  Pronounced Roger.  A price was finally agreed and Sam delved round in his money belt to find the needed cash.  The handcart was taken as part payment.  Estelle guided them to a dressmaker’s shop that had silks and lace in stock.  There the dressmaker gave the two French fishermen credit to buy silks and lace.  Finally the fishing boat was packed and the lieutenant carefully carried from the handcart aboard the boat. 

 

It was morning as they arrived at the small quay in England.  The harbour master came to greet them.  “Fish or goods?”  He asked them cheerfully.  “One poorly English earl and his personal luggage.”  Replied Sam not certain if he was friendly to smugglers.  “We’d best get you unloaded then.  My shed is full of wool otherwise you could use it for storage.”  Estelle clapped her hands and soon a trade was made of the fishermen’s silks and lace for bales of English wool.  “You have here a haberdashery?” Estelle dashed off to see what buttons and buckles they had ready to send a selection back with her cousins to the dressmakers.  The Earl asked where they were and cheered up when he realised he was only ten miles from one of his friend’s smaller estates.  A horse was found and Sam was dispatched with a note from the Earl.

 

Down at the harbour it took a few hours to unload the fishing boat and load it up once more with the merchandise for France.  The Earl was gracious enough to accept the harbourmaster’s hospitality but it was clear to Roger that the trip had weakened him and he needed his rest.

 

It was only when Roger glanced down at Estelle standing by his side waving to her cousins as they sailed out of the harbour that he realised she was staying in England.  Tom approached him “So is it to be a catholic wedding or C of E?”  Roger looked puzzled.  “She’s made up her mind to marry you you know.”  Estelle looked up at him and kissed Roger intimately on the cheek.  “C of E I think.  Is it really true they don’t use Latin in the services?  How can God understand what they say?”

 

When they reached the Earl’s estate they were welcomed with open arms especially by his very pregnant sister.  “I hadn’t realised you got married whilst I was away.”  “I’m not.  Sir Rufus forced his way with me.”  “No chance of marrying him then?”  “I’d be loath to have him and in any case the gossip says he laughed when he heard I’d fallen.”  “I’d best call him out.”  “I suggest you delay things for a while until you’re a bit more recovered.  Just at the moment I don’t think you’re fit enough to fight a duel.”  Catherine looked up.  A mere soldier telling her brother the earl what to do.  Peregrine shrugged at her look.  “Serjeant Sam Smith.  My colonel ordered me to follow his suggestions if you please.”  “My orders were to keep him safe.” 

 

A rope was strung across the track and pulled tight at the right moment.  Sam caught his horse. “You know the lieutenant wanted to meet with you but we couldn't allow that.”  “Naw it might set him back.  We thought we'd meet with you instead.”  “But then we remembered that toffs don't duel with bastards.”  “And our serjeant tells us we’re a right pair of bastards.”  “So we thought we'd give you a good hiding instead.”  Tom struck the first blow with his cudgel.  Harry's blow followed shortly afterwards.  They took their time but eventually their victim lay unconscious at their feet.  “Best leave no witnesses.”  Tom finished him off with his knife.  They tossed his body across his horse and carried him away.  They buried him in a shallow grave in the woods a mile away after stripping all his clothes from him.

 

“I saw a band of gypsies a mile or two off.”  Sam led the way.  “The Earl would be delighted if you would consider wintering on his land. There’ll be work for you on the estate.”  “And the price?”  “I have some old clothes to get rid of and a horse.  Best not show them to the south.”  “Fair enough. We’ll camp down by the stream.”

 

“Did you hear Sir Rufus’s men are out searching for him?”   “Perhaps he’s gone to London.”  “Well if he has he didn’t take anything with him other than what he was wearing and his horse.”  The Earl looked at Sam “Anything to add?”   “I gave permission for a band of gypsies to winter down by the stream.”  “I take it we needn’t expect to see Sir Rufus in the future?”  “I doubt it.”   Catherine wondered if anyone else would ever see Sir Rufus again.

 

“You’ll have to get married.”  “And just who will have me pray?”  “Serjeant Smith.”  “You can’t just order him to marry me.  Besides I can’t marry a penniless soldier.”  “He’s not penniless.  I’ll have you now he’s a very successful smuggler and worth at least a thousand pounds.”  “He’ll have to give up smuggling and what pray will the three of us live on?”  “Would you like the Brampton estate as a wedding present?”  She wrinkled her nose.  “Well it’s a good an offer as I’ll get I suppose.”  She turned to Sam and fluttered her eyelashes at him.  Sam had been looking nonplussed at this conversation.  He looked across at the Earl.  “I’ll settle up with you for your smuggled goods shortly.”  A nearby maid dug him in the ribs.  “You’re suppose to ask her to marry you.”  Well he’d never thought to marry one of the upper class but if it came with an estate he’d be set for life.  He looked at her, she pointed to the ground in front of her and grinned.  He could sense who would be in charge in this relationship but theatrically he lowered himself on bended knee.  “Lady Catherine would you do me the honour.”  He paused and looked to the maid to prompt him before completing the phrase.  Lady Catherine feigned surprise “Oh my, I’ll need time to think it over.”  “I’ll just walk down to the vicarage and ask for the banns to be read then whilst you take your time.”  Catherine stuck her tongue out at him in a very unladylike like manner.

 

“Has Roger your permission to get married?”  Asked Sam.  “Roger, yes of course. Estelle I assume?”  “I’ll have him read both sets of banns then.

 

The joint wedding was very quiet and afterwards Sam and Catherine left for the Brampton estate together with Tom and Harry.  Sam found himself in discussions with the steward as the steward tried to explain what should be done about the neglected estate.  Tom and Harry made themselves useful in talking to the tenants and labourers identifying problems that the steward had neglected.  Sam thought a school might be a good idea but Catherine thought people might get ideas above their station.  The earl thought the best place for his sister was London since all the fashionable doctors were there so she was carried off and installed in the London house.  

 

Sam felt more comfortable staying on the estate and trying to sort out it’s problems.  The head groom found him a gentle horse to ride and taught him the basics.  He sneakily started a school and arranged apprenticeships for those he felt capable of improving themselves.  Sam looked through the ledgers.  There seemed to him to be a need to keep a record of what was grown where and what the yields were.

 

Harry came back from the village carrying a letter he’d picked up at the inn.  “You owe me for the letter.”  He grumbled.  Sam opened the desk drawer and drew out a coin from the purse inside.  “I never knew a letter that was good news.”  He broke the seal.  “It’s from the Earl.  I’m to travel up to London to see his man of business.  Hopefully it’ll be my thousand pounds for the smuggled wine.”  “We’ve some money coming to us as well haven’t we?”  “The donation from the 55th?”  “Aye well it was their pack to start with.”  “We’d best take Tom with us so he can have his money.”  “Are we walking, riding or taking the coach?”  “Walking is faster than a long wagon, riding would be faster but it’s an expense feeding them on the way there.”  “Great coats and outside of the coach then.”  “Sounds about right.”

 

It took them three days to get to London.  They carried bread, cold beef, a jar of pickle and cheese with them to avoid the overpriced food on offer as they travelled.  

 

Sam led the way to the solicitors.  “Now would you have the letter the earl sent you with you and may I see it?”  Sam produced his letter.  The solicitor asked him a few questions about his time in the army and the trip back finally he seemed satisfied.  “You know of course your wife died a few days after childbirth as well as your son.”  Sam sat down in the chair.  “I hadn’t heard.”  “We were hoping to see you earlier to go through the marriage settlements and so forth.”  “I’m sorry I didn’t know there were any.”

 

“Your wife was given a dowry of the Brampton estate.  That comes to you now she has died but also on her marriage she came into monies from both her grandmother and her Great Aunt.”  “I don’t think she mentioned it.”  “I daresay no one had mentioned it to her.  Women don’t understand money.”  “But doesn’t this all belong to the Earl?”  “In his own words he’s happy to be alive and would prefer his sister’s monies came to you her husband.”  “Now there is a town house I’ll have Strivens escort you there in a little while.  First we need to take you through the shares, land holdings and bank accounts.”  If Sam had thought the paperwork in the army was bad this was worse.  Still at the end of it all he held a file of what he now owned.

 

The solicitor opened his office door to let him and called for Strivens.  “Introduce him at the bank then take him along to the town house.”   He returned to his office and Strivens led the way outside.  “Thought you’d got lost we did.”  “Just about to come and find you we were.”  “Gentlemen this way if you please.”  They entered the bank and Sam approached a teller bringing out a cheque he’d been given by the paymaster.  “If you’d like to come back in a week sir we can find you your money.”  Strivens had collected the bank manager and brought him out to meet his new customer.  “Jenkins that won’t be necessary in this case.”  The teller looked at him.  “Normally we would wait until the cheque has cleared but in this instance Mr. Smith is taking over an existing account so we’ll just credit it to his account and he can withdraw whatever sum he wishes.  Welcome to the bank Mr. Smith and I hope we can be of service for many years to come.”  Sam withdrew enough money to pay Tom and Harry what he owed them and a bit more besides.

 

Strivens led the way the town house.  Tom looked up at the four stories “It’s a bit big for the likes of you by yourself.”  He remarked, “There’s three stories plus the basement of course and a fourth storey of the attics for the servants.  At the back are the mews, so stabling for eight horses, and two carriages.  Not extensive but there are stables round the corner where more horses can be kept.”  They entered through the massive front door.  “You’ll be needing a footman to open this pair I should think.”  “Best hire the pair of you then hadn’t I?”  They looked round the ground floor rooms and ended up in the library where there was a desk.  “I’ll need someone to keep track of the books.  Any suggestions?”  “Well you could hire a secretary.”  There was a noticeable pause “Let’s have the or if you please.”  “My daughter could come round twice a week say Tuesday and Thursday mornings and bring the numbers up to date.”  “A woman doing sums.  Still fair enough will it matter if she visits a bachelor establishment?”  “She’s married and has two children so no I don’t think so.”  Sam named a sum which would be enough to pay for a full time secretary and the deed was done.  Other than having his Charlotte agree. He’d have her come round to look things over the following day.  “Are there any servants left?”  “It’s the season so experienced servants are at a premium.”  “You mean they’ve all hired on elsewhere?”

 

Strivens left and Harry asked him.  “Why are you paying her so much?”  “I think it will be as well to look after Mr. Strivens.  This way he’ll look out for our interests with the solicitor.”  “Ah look after the serjeant rather than the captain since it’s the serjeant who knows what’s what.”  “Exactly now if we’re going to eat we need to find our way to the kitchen.”

 

They looked round at the massive range.  “I can’t even see where you put the wood in to start the fire.”  Sam explored and opened and closed doors.  “Looks like this one takes wood.”

 

“There must be a frying pan somewhere here.”  This was said with a note of exasperation.  “We could eat down the road this once.”  Sam nodded his agreement and they set off down the road.  “Hello darling, know anywhere good for nosh round here?”  The maid looked them over.  “Soldiers?”  “Ex-military you might say.”  “Well if you’re not too fussy.”  Harry broke in, “What fussy us.  I’ll have you know I like my steak charred on the outside and red in the middle.”  “You from the empty house then.”  “We’ve just moved in.”

 

“I’ve heard it’s got a real fancy range.”  “We just haven’t worked out where to put the frying pan yet.”  “Mrs. Elton is right jealous of that range.”  “And who pray is Mrs. Elton?”  “The baron’s cook what’s looking for a new job seeing as the Baron has hired a French chef who expects Mrs. Elton to follow his orders.”

 

“How much?”  “How much for the pair of you?”  The maid looked them over as if trying work out how much to ask for.  “Twenty guineas for you and forty five guineas for Mrs. Elton.”  “I get my own bed?”  “I was going to suggest mine?”  Leered Tom.  She looked him over seriously.  “Right you’re on but you get to change and wash the nappies.”  Sam grinned.  “Knock it off you two.  We’ve rooms enough that you can have your own.  Now how about sorting me out some dinner?”  “Go back to your kitchen and your grub will be along shortly.”

 

A cauldron of stew arrived shortly carried by Mrs. Elton herself.  “Right here’s your grub.  I do straight English cooking. Now Sheila mentioned one of you like your meat burnt on the outside and raw in the middle which one of you is it?”  She held a large ladle in her hand.  “He’ll eat what’s put in front of him.”  “Good it’s best not to have any misunderstandings at the start.  Now how many am I cooking for?  How many staff do you have?”  “Just the three of us, you and Sheila.”  “What, you’ll need more than Shelia to keep this house dusted.  I’ll need at least three in the kitchen for a start.”  “I thought getting staff was a problem in the season?”  “If you’ve the dibs I can get you staff.  There’s plenty get turned off because the master was caught kissing them or worse.”  “Oh he’s plenty of brass.”  “And unmarried too.”  “Oi you two.”  “But no title I take it?”  “As you say no title.  I’m just a common soldier who has come into a bit of cash.”  “Right then we’d best get organised.”  “Are the rest of your staff happy to work for the Frenchie?”  “Well we work well together.”  “Offer them another guinea a year to work for me and they get paid the same all year no board wages.” 

 

They were all sat eating supper round the kitchen table with Mrs. Elton sat at the end when Hodgkins arrived.  “Mrs. Elton I’m glad I found you.  Mr. Ramsbottom is holding a ball.  He hopes to have his two daughters engaged by the end of it.  I need help in the kitchens so are you available with your staff?”  “Have they suitors?”  “A baron has offered for the youngest one.  Mr. Ramsbottom is cock-a-hoop about that.  The eldest one is tall, well educated and a bit shy so hasn’t taken.  Still he’s offering a good dowry of however much the gentleman is worth.  Thinks to eliminate the fortune hunters that way.  There’s a widow after him or should I say his fortune.  If he marries her I daresay I’ll be looking for a new post.  Still he wants everything to be of the best, which is all very well but where I’m to find three six foot footman at this time of the season I don’t know.”  “Well if the serjeant can spare them as well as me there’s Harry and Tom.”  “I’m out, five eleven and a half me in my bare feet.” “And I’m shorter still five eleven and that’s in me socks.  Now the serjeant here is a good six foot one.”  Mrs. Elton grinned “Be a chance of seeing how the other half lives.”  “Yeah and you can come back and describe all them ball gowns to us.”  piped up Sally the scullery maid.  “I thought you’d be there Mrs. Elton?”  “Sally and I will be slaving away in the kitchens.  Now you know you must keep on Sally’s best side if you want hot water rather than tepid for shaving.” Sam looked down the table, “Well if I’m going then you two are as well.” He turned and addressed Hodgkins.  “I assume they’re close enough to six foot if you put them in a dark corner.”  “You’ve just made my day.  It’s on Tuesday next so Monday get sorted out in the kitchens and I’ll show you your duties upstairs.” 

 

Elena sat trying to think what to do.  Her father wanted her sister married safe and sound to her Baron but before that she herself must be married.  Mrs. Giffard was after her father’s money and had suggested her cousin Laurence might like to marry Elena.  There was no mention of Elena’s wishes being taken into account nor how long any dowry might last as Laurence thought he was an expert card player and Lady Luck was bound to smile on him soon.  No the best she could do would be to invite any possibles to the ball.  Once she’d made her choice her father was convinced he could persuade her choice to marry her.  She looked over her list of second and third sons.  She really didn’t fancy following the drum nor living in a draughty vicarage but nor did she wish to remain with her father once he married Mrs. Giffard.  Lucy her maid came in with a cup of tea and some cake.  “Any inspiration?”  “I thought about a banker but by the time they’ve made their money they’re fat and fifty if a day.  So what’s it to be a penniless earl, a penniless second son, a fat and fifty banker or Laurence?”  “Well with father saying he’d match whatever my suitor brought to the wedding that’s ruled out the penniless earls and second sons, anything but Laurence I should think.”  “You could run away with a groom?”  “And live on what pray?  Besides you’d be turned off without a reference and I’d be left towering over my groom.”  “You mean a six foot footman would be a better height?”  Elena picked up a cushion and threw it at Lucy before looking round for another.  She mentally went through her father’s footmen.  No she’d like a bit of intelligence in her husband not just brawn. 

 

The night of the ball arrived and there was still no acceptable solution to Elena.  She and her sister stood in the receiving line for the first thirty minutes then The Earl of Sussex was announced and bowed over her hand. “I must apologise for gatecrashing, you don’t mind too much do you?”  “Certainly not.”  Her father beamed “Forgive us for neglecting to send you an invitation.  Now if you’d like to open the dancing with my eldest daughter?”  Elena’s eyes twinkled “That’ll learn you for gatecrashing.”  She whispered as he led her away.  For a moment it felt as if life was going to turn out smoothly even if she was slightly taller than he was.  At the end he bowed to her “Thank you for the dance.  I see my brother-in-law is in attendance.  Now I feel I must dance at least once with your sister or she’ll feel put out before going on to Lady Caroline’s little do.”

 

Well it would have to be Lord Johnson she supposed.  A third son at least, they wouldn’t be rich but at least with their joint assets they might be able to afford a small estate.  Lucy attended her “Lord Johnson it will have to be.”  “Cross him off, he lost everything at cards last night.”  “So that’s why he was making up to Miss Crawford?”  Lucy nodded.  “Back into the fray.  I had hopes when the Earl of Sussex led you out for the first dance.”  “But he didn’t stay.”  She stepped back into the ballroom.  Her father nodded to her Mrs. Giffard at his side “I’ve a special licence in my pocket, the name of the groom is blank but you’ll marry Laurence at the end of the evening unless you have a substitute.”  Mrs. Giffard smiled at him “And we’ll announce our own engagement as soon as the vows are said.”

 

Desperate times mean desperate measures.  She’d noticed one of the footmen had a gleam of intelligence in his eye and two of the others looked to him for direction from time to time.  She approached Harry and asked him about the taller footman in the corner.  “He’s Sam, our old serjeant.  He looks after us.”  A serjeant, well at least he would have been promoted on merit.  He’d have to do.  She approached him “Sam I have need of you.”  She led him across to her father.  “Here’s my choice father.  Now you said you’d persuade him to marry me.”  “Are you certain?”  “Oh let her have her way Harold, then the rest of us can be wed.”  said Mrs. Giffard clinging to his arm.

 

“Step this way then into the library.”  There a lawyer, and a curate awaited them.  The lawyer had the settlements drawn up.  “Cross out that bit about the dowry being equal to the groom’s wealth.”  He looked to Sam “Ten thousand pounds instead?”  “Nay I’ve always felt marriage should be a partnership of equals so we should start by being equals moneywise.”  “How much are you worth?”  “Mrs. Ridlington who does for me twice a week is best placed to answer that.  She’s due tomorrow so I can send her round to your man of business?”  “You can support her?”  “Well she’ll have a roof over her head and she’ll not starve.”

 

The marriage settlements were signed and the simple ceremony was quickly over.  “Now lass get your maid to bring your night-rail and we’ll be off.”  “Do you want a carriage brought round?”  “I’ve no carriage lass, we’ll use shank's pony.  It’s not so far.” They walked into the next square and at the third house they climbed the steps.  “Harry.” Sam commanded and Harry hurried forward to unlock the big front door. 

 

Sam scooped his bride up in his arms and carried her over the threshold much to Claire’s surprise.  “Sally!”  He called out and Sally came through the beige door.  “I’m not much good at describing lady’s in dresses so I brought one from the ball home with me.”  “She must have been the prettiest one there.”  “Only the best is good enough.”

 

Claire began to have a suspicion “Put me down and correct me if I’m wrong but you own this house.”  “I wouldn’t dare contradict my wife.”. “You’re worth more than ten thousand pounds aren’t you?”  “More than likely.”  “Mrs. Ridlington who does for you twice a week?  Does she really exist?”  “Of course she comes and does my books twice a week.”  “Now let’s get you settled in bed and we can go over the details tomorrow.”  Claire thumped him hard in the tummy and continued to rain blows on his chest until he held her to him and kissed her.

 

She quietened down and gave him a look.  “You’re not forgiven you know.”  Then she had another thought.  “Your brother-in-law wouldn’t just happen to be the Earl of Sussex?”  “Well now you come to mention it.”  She started to thump him again and he kissed her once more.  “We can talk in the morning.”  Behind her Lucy was openly grinning.  He opened a door to a bedroom, “This is yours.”  She turned and asked “And yours?”  He pointed to the next door down.  Claire marched into his room. Lucy stood at the door, “You can come back in fifteen minutes after I’ve got her changed or you could undress her yourself?”  “Ask Harry to find you a room.”  Sam entered and closed the bedroom door behind him.

 

Next morning Lucy looked over the house on her way down to the kitchen.  It looked as if it needed a through clean from top to bottom to her.  She drank a cup of tea then asked how many staff there were as she prepared a tray.  Mentally she thought there would be changes, certainly additional staff.  “Where and when will you serve breakfast?”  “Normally Sam eats with us in the kitchen.”  Mrs. Elton looked round “But its not ideal for his wife is it?”  “For today I think it will have to do.”

 

“Harry, I hear Mrs. Follett, after being widowed, is living with her sister. Ask her nicely if she’d be kind enough to spend the day with us with her two sons.”

 

Mr. Ramsbottom looked up to see his man of business waiting to address him.  “How much is the footman worth?  Well how much will it cost me?”  “Shall we say rather more than yourself.”  “Can we fob him off with a few thousand?”  “I think not.  He is brother-in-law to the Earl of Sussex.”  “How on earth did no one realise how much money he had?”  “Most came to him from his wife and apparently he was only told about it three days days before the ball and as I understand it from Mrs. Ridlington who does his books she herself hasn’t managed to come up with the full amount but the books do show his net worth so far is more than yours.”  “So your suggestion would be?”  “Pay your younger daughter’s dowry first then go and visit him cap in hand to see what can be done.”  He wrote out a cheque and handed it over.  Hodgkins entered with a note on a tray together with a ring.  “From Mrs. Giffard Sir.”  He snatched up the note “News gets round fast.” He growled “Fetch my hat and coat.”  “Certainly sir.”  Hodgkins would take great delight in ensuring the gossip of Mrs. Giffard jilting his master was spread far and wide.   

 

Mr. Ramsbottom wrapped the door with his cane.  Tom answered the door with due ceremony.  “If you’d like to come inside sir I believe you are expected.”  Sam and his new wife were in the drawing room drinking coffee.

 

“Come in, sit thee-self down and have a coffee.”  Once they were all sat down Mr. Ramsbottom asked Sam if he knew how much he was worth?”  “Well not to the exact penny like but Mrs. Ridlington gave me a round figure and mentioned she’s still unearthing more.  I’m not sure but I suspect after giving Gwyneth her dowry your total is less than mine?”  “I suspect it is as well.”  “So here’s me with no head for money and you with the expertise but no money.  I’m sure we can work summat out.  I heard Mrs. Giffard has jilted you?”  Mr. Ramsbottom grimaced, “News does travel fast.”  Claire brightened up on hearing the news.  “I suspect you’ll be better off without her.”   

 

There was a tap at the door.  “Mrs. Follett and her sons.”  “Come in, come in and take a seat.  Mrs. Follett this is Mr. Ramsbottom my father-in-law who is a financial wizard.  Mrs. Follett was good enough to patch up both Harry and Tom. on the battlefield.  Unfortunately her husband was shot shortly afterwards.  Harry take the boys down to the kitchen.”

 

“Mr. Ramsbottom would you like to escort Mrs. Follett round the garden such as it is?  If you can persuade her to accept an offer of marriage I’ll sign over half Claire’s dowry to you as a wedding present provided you agree to look after the rest for me.”

 

“So just who is Mrs. Follett?”  “Lieutenant Follett’s widow, she patched up Harry and Tom on the battlefield and organised many a meal for us poor soldiers.  I think she’ll do nicely for your father and it’ll stop any other gold diggers hunting him.  Besides with a couple of stepsons one might do to take over the business.”  “You really are a fraud you know.”
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