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Luv Karen

 

Sir Nigel sat down at the card table. Well after this morning’s interview nothing mattered and he’d lose the estate anyway at the end of the week.  Lady luck was fickle tonight.  At times he came tantalisingly close to being five thousand up only to lose the next hand.  Finally one of his opponents placed the deeds to an estate on the table and continued to play.  He ended up being fifty pounds and the deeds to the estate up on the night.  Well it would be a roof over his head at least although he wasn’t sure. Rumour had it the estate was run down and practically worthless.

 

Clive looked through his mail.  A favour being called in and one he couldn’t ignore from one of his reliable sources of information.  “Jed deal with it.”  Jed read through the letter.  “Doesn’t want much does he?”  “Well we made ninety thousand on his information last time so see what you can do with sixty.”  Jed scratched his head “I wouldn’t know here to start.”  “Have a think about our runners.  Who is the brightest?”  “Tom I suppose.”  “He’ll know what to do.  He knows all the gossip from hanging around the nob’s kitchens. The season is growing to a close so they’ll be staff let go.”  “Right Tom it is.”

 

Clive turned back to his two female clerks.  “Now then you one of you had better play the part of ministering angel and visit this here Major to see when he can travel.”  Lydia went and sat on his knee and let him kiss and fondle her whilst Rebecca sat on the carpet at his feet and ran her hands over his leg.  “Are you quite sure you want me to leave you to visit the major?”  “Rebecca you’d better go today and Lydia you can go tomorrow.  Now young Lydia where are those ledgers you were supposed to have brought up to date?”  Rebecca slipped out of the room before she was asked to present her ledgers.  Lydia bared her breast and slipped a nipple in between Clive’s lips.  It was a game they played, she tried to distract him whilst he would want to see those ledgers at some point in time.  At least she got his attention whilst they played the game.

 

“You want me to find an estate and set it up so this here bloke can convalesce?”  “And what’s in it for me?”  “You get a room over the stables and food at the kitchen.”  “Fair enough.  I’d best be going then.”  Tom thought over which families were leaving town.  Mr. Crawford, he’d do.  He set off for the Windham’s town house and knocked at the kitchen door.  “Tom to see Mr. Crawford.” He announced grandly.  “He’s a very busy man.”  “A message from Mr. Voss my governor.”  “Pass it over.”  “No fear in his very own hands I has to give it.”

 

Rebecca sort out Jed, “So where can I find this here major?”  Jed told her “Oh religious is he?”  “Off you go.”  She went to change her dress into something more practical, then set off for the church where she found it had been converted into a hospital for returning soldiers.

 

“I’ll looking for a Major Harding?”  She enquired.  “Over there by the crib playing cards.”  There were four of them sat intently playing cards.  “Major Harding?”  One of the players looked up briefly and nodded to his partner.  Rebecca looked at him “I’ve come to carry you off.”  “We’ll talk when I’ve finished this hand.”  The hand played out with cries of outrage from the losers.  “He can’t leave now luv I’m three farthings behind.”  The other two players next to Major Harding nodded.  “A gentleman would offer a lady a seat.”  Major Harding’s partner offered her his lap.  To his great surprise she accepted and perched herself on his thigh.  “Now Major my instructions are to take you away from all this and into the country so you may convalesce.”  “I’ve been playing with this pack of card sharps for the last four weeks.  I’m sixpence down and I’ll have my revenge first.”  Rebecca frowned “Well you could take them with you I suppose.  Now it will take me a day or two to get organised but whom do I see to see if you may be moved?”  “The quack over there.”  

 

Rebecca walked across to see the doctor examining his tossing patient.  “I’d like to remove Major Harding and his card players so when can they travel?”  “Hold the lad’s hand if you please.”  Rebecca held the hand and gently stroked her fingers over the palm.  The lad seemed to settle down.  “I can think of no scientific explanation of why when you hold his hand he settles down but it seems to work.  The same with the card players they get distracted and mend better rather than thinking how ill they are.”  “I’d better spend some time visiting the rest then hadn’t I?”  Rebecca asked dryly.  She spent the rest of the day visiting with the men and a few officers, giving them a wash and sometimes a shave talking to them all the while about inconsequential things that seemed to set their mind at rest.  She held one man’s hand as he died.

 

Tom was led through to Mr. Crawford's pantry.  “A messenger from Mr. Voss to see you sir.” Tom mentally begged him to dismiss the footman.  “Right Watts you may go.”  “Now lad what are you after.”  Tom dragged out the letter and handed it over and Mr. Crawford's eyes opened wide.  “I can arrange cash on the nail up to sixty grand, cross me heart and hope to die.”  Mr. Crawford's eyes opened even wider.  “Well then we’d better buy an estate as the first step.”  He opened the pantry door “Molly ask the mistress’s dresser to come to my pantry.”   “Yes Mr. Crawford.”

 

Miss Kendall full of curiosity stepped into the pantry.  “Close the door Miss Kendall.”  “Yes sir.”  “If things work out I’ve a job for you.”  “At the close of season?”  “Yes but not with the family.”  “Tom here needs to buy a country estate so who do we know who is pressed for cash and has one to sell.”  “Word has it Sir Nigel Hyatt won one last night at the tables and he needs to pay off a mortgage for five thousand by the end of the week.”  “Does he have any hope?”  “Lady Melissa was thinking about having him but knowing he was about to lose the estate she turned him down yesterday morning.”  “Know anything about the estate?”  “Only that the heir has been draining money from it before losing it finally at whist, the one before him did the season in style and there were no debts on his death so it was worth an income of five or six thousand a year four years ago.” “Right Tom first thing is to buy the estate.”

 

He sent Tom off in the small carriage that the housekeeper used with three footmen and two grooms for protection.  Tom collected Jed and together they collected seven thousand in cash from the bank.  At Sir Nigel Hyatt’s rooms Tom knocked on the door.  The carriage waited outside.

 

“Sir Nigel Hyatt?”  “Yes who wants him?”  “Tom.  I’ve a fancy to buy an estate cash on the nail and I heard you won one last night.  Five grand?”  “Ten.” “Five and half in ready money.”  “Six cash in my hand in the next five minutes.”  Tom opened the door and whistled “Six.”  He called out.  Jed stepped forward followed by two footmen carrying bags.  “Sign here Sir.”  “Not till I’ve seen the money.”  Jed motioned to the first footman who poured out the contents of his bag on the table.  “Bloody hell.”  “Sign and we’ll scoop it up and carry both it and yourself to your bankers.”  Sir Nigel Hyatt grinned.  “Split it up and we’ll take five grand to pay off the mortgage and I’ll bank the rest.”  At least the mortgage was paid off.  Now all he needed was to make a few improvements and sit back to see his income improve.

 

Tom was delighted to see the banker’s face drop when they realised they wouldn’t be seizing Sir Nigel Hyatt’s estate in lieu of the mortgage.  Sir Nigel Hyatt ruffled Tom’s hair.  “Thank you lad.” And slipped him a gold coin from his purse.

 

“Tom now we have the estate someone has to run it.  The steward’s job is yours at fifty pounds a year.”  “What’s that in real money?  Sixpence a day?”  “More than sixpence a day but you’ll have to live on the estate.”  “What in the country?”  “In the country.”  “It had better be more than a bob a day for that.”  “It’s more than a bob a day.”

 

Lord Windham rang for his butler.  “Crawford thank the staff for me and dismiss them.  We’ll be leaving in the morning so pay them off tomorrow.  That includes all staff other than my valet.  Lady Windham will not require a London dresser in the country.”  “Thank you my lord and on behalf of all the staff may I wish your family a pleasant journey on your return to the family estate.”  Well not unexpected.  He’d speak to Miss Kendall first.

 

“Miss Kendall Tom has purchased the rundown estate.  Now we need to staff it for an officer who needs convalesce.”  “Nurses do you think?”  “I suspect a pretty face or two would do more good.”  “But you can’t just invite them.”  “I’ll get hold of Tom then and you can explain to him what he needs to do.”

 

“So how do we get three or four pretty faces there then to cheer him up?”  “You hold a house party.”  “Right then let’s hold a house party.”  “But you’ll need a chaperone first then she can issue the invitations.  You have the money?”  “I still have fifty grand so you don’t need to skimp.”  “Well need to move fast before all the debs disperse.  Leave it to me.”

 

She spoke to the dowager Lady Frampton’s maid.  “Do you think we could get her to act as chaperone at a house party?”  “Well it would save on living expenses but she hasn’t the clothes.”  “I’ll arrange to have a sewing maid or two at the estate and some material to be made up.”  “Do you have a French chef?”  “Not yet.”  “She misses her French cooking.”  “I’ll arrange it.”  “Best just send a carriage for her and I’ll get her in somehow.”  “Tomorrow?”  “Tomorrow early will be fine.”

 

Tom looked at Miss Kendall in disbelief.  “We have to buy a closed range to attract the chef, to attract Lady Frampton, to issue the invites to a house party so we can have a bit of skirt to cheer our officer up?”  “Oh and you’ll need me and a few sewing maids with some material.”  “I’ve half a mind to wear a skirt meself my voice hasn’t quite broken yet.”  “You never know he might prefer you?”  “Bloody hell.  Have you gotten it written down what sort of range he wants?”  Miss Kendall handed him a sheet of paper.  “Leave it with me.  How soon can we get them to the estate?”  “Early tomorrow morning but we need a carriage.”  “I’ll see Jed about it.”

 

When Rebecca returned from the church, she had a bath to clean herself before having supper with Clive and Lydia.  “So how did you get on?”  “He’s a card player so wants his three friends to go with him so he can play cards and the quack thinks being distracted helps them recover faster.”  “Well Tom’s brought an estate so no doubt they’ll be room for them all.”  “I wonder if I ought to return tomorrow and help them out.  The quack felt it did some good.”  “I could go?”  “It’s not very pleasant to tell the truth. Two men died whilst I was there and many of the rest are in pain.”  She looked to Clive.  “Well I daresay we can do without you for a few days.  In fact it might be better if you travelled with them into the country and helped them settle down.”  “So noted.  Did Lydia’s ledger add up?”  “Of course it did.  She was just playing up as normal.”

 

Very early the next morning a plain black carriage containing Mr. Crawford pulled up outside Lady Frampton’s abode and she was ushered inside by her maid.  “Really I’m hosting a house party?  How odd of me to forget such a thing.”

 

Later that day Rebecca set out carrying baskets of food from the kitchens, a mixture of hot to be eaten straight away and cold that could be kept for a day or two besides eggs and rashers of bacon.  She caught Major Harding cheating at cards in order to lose a hand.  He looked at her and winked. He was never going to get his revenge playing like that or recover his sixpence down.  She sat on the officer’s lap she had sat on the previous day and played his cards for him.  She won the nine farthings on the table for him.  Pertly she kissed him on the cheek and said she must be off to attend those gentlemen who weren’t malingering.  “Beginner’s luck do you think or is she just a better card player than I?”  “Better looking at least.”

 

A one-armed man helped her cook the bacon and eggs which she took round the makeshift ward.  She gave one to the doctor “Eat, they aren’t the only ones neglecting themselves.”  Then she did her rounds trimming someone’s hair here, shaving a man there.  Sometimes she chatted away, sometimes she just was silent saying more in the silence than one might think.

 

Miss Kendall drew up a list of a dozen young ladies that had not brought suitors up to scratch for one reason or another.  She narrowed the numbers by crossing out the less bright ones.  Five left, they would do nicely.

 

She arrived at the first house on her list.  Miss Heather Honeyfield, she knocked on the door and asked to speak with Miss Honeyfield.  “For me?  I’m just in the middle of packing.  A servant you say?  Have her come up.”  Moments later Miss Kendall arrived.  “What can I do for you?”  Miss Kendall offered the copperplate invitation from Lady Frampton to join a house party.  “I don’t know Lady Frampton so how could she possibly have sent me an invitation?”  She went to the door “Mama.”  She called out.  Mrs. Honeyfield entered the room and was handed the invitation.  “I don’t recall ever meeting Lady Frampton.”  Mrs. Honeyfield looked over Miss Kendall who seemed respectable enough.  “I’d like to say you may go as it is one final chance to find a husband but your dresser has already left and I haven’t the funds to hire another.  Who else is going?”  Miss Kendall handed over her list.  “I have instructions to invite these young ladies and I understand there will be some single gentlemen there.”  “Chaperone?”  “Lady Frampton and of course the other young ladies.”  “I’d like to say yes but we have no more funds.”  “The cost would be minimal.  I can act as dresser to your daughter.  There would be no charge.”  “References?”  Miss Kendal handed over her references.  “Lady Windham no less.  Transport?”  “I’ll be leaving London by  private carriage tomorrow morning.  There is room for your daughter.  She will be transported home when she wishes to leave.  There will be no need to tip the staff.”

 

“I’m sure there is something odd about this but I’m not about to look a gift horse in the mouth.  If you wish to go you may.”  “Thank you mama.”

 

One had already left to return home but she managed to get four of them to agree to come.  She found a reputable French chef so arranged he would travel with them.  Six in the carriage would be a little crowded but doable.  Trunks would be collected to be carried separately by Tom who was travelling with a wagon and a range. She’d need extra maids, she quickly reviewed those she knew about and selected the four prettiest and three sewing maids.  They could travel up on the mail that afternoon.

 

Mr. Crawford looked across the estate.  Well neglected was one word for it.  He hoped the house was in a better state.  He knocked on the door and an elderly maid answered.  She took one look at him and opened the door wide.  “Which is the best downstair’s room?”  She led the way wordlessly to drawing room that was under holland clothes and the curtains were drawn across the windows.  “A comfortable chair?”  She pointed to one and he pulled the covers off before opening the curtains.

 

Lady Frampton assisted by her maid entered the room.  “I take it we were not expected?”  “No madam.” Answered the elderly maid.  “Never mind we’ll soon have you comfortable and the place set to rights.”  Replied her own maid briskly.

 

She and Mr. Crawford conferred.  Today they’d concentrate on getting one room ready for Lady Frampton and a reasonable meal.  After that they’d sort out what could be done for the guests due to arrive at any time.  Mr. Crawford took himself off to the kitchens to see what was available.  Bread, ham and eggs at least so bread, ham and eggs they would eat.

 

Eleanor shivered next to the driver on the mail.  It was hard work talking to the coachman but if it meant they could get dropped off short of the village it was worth every flattering word as she coaxed another tale of driving through the night in the pouring rain out of him, behind her sat Fanny and two sewing maids.  Inside six passengers were crammed together. The other maids were facing backwards by the guard.

 

“Stand and deliver your purse!”  The two highwaymen stood either side of the highway.  Fanny reached down and lifted her purse onto her lap.  “That’s right darling let’s see your money.”  Eleanor threw her handful of coins at the highwayman distracting him as Fanny lifted out a pistol and shot the first.  Behind the guard saw his chance and shot the second man who took off.  Chaos reined whilst the coachman settled the horses down.  The guard got down and inspected the first highwayman then caught up his horse.  One of the inside passengers got out to help and together they tied him over his horse and the horse to the back of the coach.

 

Eleanor hopped down and picked up her precious coins one by one.  She was a thruppenny bit short.  Oh well such is life.  She’d made more than thruppence by taking an outside seat when she’d been paid for an inside one.  “Well my dear do you want to claim the reward for his capture?” Fanny looked at the guard “But you captured him.  I’d much rather avoid magistrate’s questions and so forth.”  The guard smiled in good humour “As you say miss.  Now you miss did you manage to find all your coins?”  “All except a thruppenny bit.”  “Take this sixpence for your troubles and I’ll claim it back from the company.”

 

That night the mail coach took a slight detour and dropped off the seven maids at the end of the drive at four o’clock in the morning.  Mr. Crawford was too pleased to see them than to say anything about being woken up.

 

“Fanny where did you get your gun?”  “The master used to have a series of fit young men arrive in the middle of the night.  Sometimes they would be injured and we’d look after bullet wounds and such.  Well one left his pistol behind so I tucked it up in my clothes not wanting one of the children to play with it until he returned.  He was one who never did.  So not knowing what to do with it I kept it.  Another of them amused himself by teaching me to shoot his pistol in the back garden.”

 

By afternoon the maids had rested and set to work preparing guest rooms first.  Miss Kendall and the invited guests arrived late in the afternoon.  Henri’s expectations that he might be cooking over an open fire for the first few days were born out to him.  But he was professional and there were dishes that could be prepared.  Certainly Lady Frampton must not be disappointed.

 

Heather and the other female guests had a discussion with Miss Kendall.  Yes there were three sewing maids available and there would shortly be a wider selection of material for dresses when Tom arrived from London and she hoped to see some bachelors shortly. 

 

Heather looked round at the estate and house.  “It has seen better days.”  She remarked to Crawford.  “I suspect it would need an army to bring it back to as it should be.”  “The house or the estate?”  “Both I suspect Miss.”  “And we have gentlemen arriving shortly.  We’d better get it cleaned up if we don’t want them to throw their hands up in horror and run away.”  She conferred with the other debs and the consensus was they had better lend a hand.

 

Finally Rebecca brought the carriage up to the church.  “Let’s be having you.”  The four card players muttered about waiting until the end of the game.  Rebecca looked at the score and saw one pair had reached four points so only one point left.  She nodded and started to pick up their belongings to stack them in the coach.  The one-armed soldier who had helped her by frying the bacon and eggs stepped up to help her.  Soon everything was stowed away and the major made his way slowly to the door.  “Do we have room for a few men?”  He asked.  “I would think so.”  “Right then.” He turned back “Serjeant pick up your kit and climb aboard with the driver.”  His eyes swivelled again “Hawkins, Knight and Smith get your miserable hides on the back of this coach and if we get held up by highway men you can stand between me and the bullets.” Rebecca motioned to her one-armed assistant.  “Get your kit as well.”

 

Inside the coach it was cramped but no one complained apart from Captain Lightholder when Rebecca perched herself on his lap.  Captain Morton indicated his lap was available so she transferred herself to his lap.  They travelled at a gentle pace, resting one night on the highway.  Rebecca enjoyed all the masculine attention as they travelled north. 

 

Sir Nigel rode north, out of curiosity he thought he’d drop by and have a look at the estate he’d so casually sold to Tom sight unseen.  He stopped at the village inn and asked where the estate was.  “No point in going there it’s practically been abandoned since the staff haven’t been paid for many a year.”  They pointed him in the right direction though and he rode up the drive and into the stable yard before leading his horse into one of the empty boxes.  He entered the house through the kitchen where Henri was fussing over his preparations for the evening meal.  He slipped into the hall and thence into the ballroom.  The house was sizeable but even he could see it was in need of a through cleaning.

 

Now there was a charming maid. He scooped her up in his arms and thoroughly kissed her.  “Sir Nigel, one more kiss of Miss Honeyfield and I’ll expect an offer of marriage from you.”  Pronounced Lady Frampton then looked more closely at Heather’s expression.  “Two more and I’ll expect an acceptance as well.”  “I come with a dowry of three thousand pounds?”  Sir Niger kissed her thoroughly twice more dreaming of the bulls, rams and new ploughs he would be able to purchase shortly.  “You’d best write to her father and ask for her hand properly.”  Heather thought her dad wouldn’t mind.

 

Tom came into the ballroom.  “Hello young Tom how are you getting on with your new estate?”  “I’d like to say not too bad but to be honest I don’t know where to start.  I mean the only sheep I’ve ever seen in my life were hanging up tidily on hooks in Smithfield Market.  Here they just run all over the place.  It’s not right.”  “I could offer some advice?”  “I wouldn’t mind.  The girls have made a few suggestions but I think they need horses to look over the land first.  I’ll have Mr. Crawford find you a room.  The grub’s good though.”

 

Sir Nigel looked round the dining room at the four young ladies transformed by their dresses for the evening meal. The food was superb.  He rapidly revised his plans and decided that a house party where he could get to know his newly betrothed was the ideal place to be but first he’d head back to his estate and let them know he still owned it.

 

Captain Morton was eight and a half pence up by the time they arrived at the estate as Rebecca played his cards for him with lots of whispered consultations between the two of them.

 

Crawford looked down the steps to the large coach as it disgorged its passengers.  Mentally he was assigning rooms.  Three were obviously titled commissioned officers.  They would have the best of the guest rooms. Tom stood by his side.  Rebecca greeted Tom with “I’ve bought you a few extra ones.  The major decided he likes playing whilst so the other three have come to play cards.”  “Rebecca, this here is Mr. Crawford and he’ll see to their needs.  Are you staying or going back with Mr. Voss’s coach?”  “I’ll stay for a few days to help them get settled in.  Besides I might win a few pence playing cards with them.”  The girls came trooping to the door after quickly freshening up when the coach had first been sighted.  Introductions were made and the hobbling officers led inside.  Tom collected the others and took them round to the kitchen where after feeding them in the kitchen one of the maids sorted out rooms for them in the servants’ quarters.

 

Lady Frampton took charge of the conversation.  “I’m nominally in charge of this house party but it does seem a bit unconventional.  We’ve spent some time getting the house in better shape but now we have some gentlemen here I wondered if they might like to give some advice about the land?”  Miss Miash expressed the view that since she and the other girls had been brought up on estates they would like to be included in the discussions but first she thought the gentlemen might like some refreshments.

 

Tom approached Rebecca, “Know anything about horses because I think we’ll need some.”  “We could go and see the vicar tomorrow morning and ask if he knows of any for sale but I’m not one who can tell a good one from a poor one.”  “Miss Miash?”  “I’ll ask her.”

 

The next morning Tom, Rebecca and Miss Miash took the coach down to the vicarage.  “Now I don’t want to get into trouble so I’ll just mouth what I think of the horses and let Tom be the spokesperson.  Oh and look at the teeth so I can see them”.  The vicar greeted them and after finding out they were from the estate and were after horses mentioned “Picked up a couple of new hunters only last month as it happens so I can spare you two or three.  I’ll have my groom lead them out and put them through their paces.”  The first one trotted out and looked fine to Tom. It had four legs and they moved.  He asked the groom to open his mouth so he could just check the teeth.  Ellen mentally grimaced at the length of the teeth.  “Elderly” she mouthed to Tom and she did the same too after checking the second one.

 

The last one seemed a bit skittish and Ellen mined clapping her hands to Tom so Tom did.  The horse shied but the teeth were fine.  Ellen mouthed twenty for the three behind the vicar who was announcing he was prepared to let them go for two hundred guineas for the three.  Tom had been brought up in the London markets and one thing he knew was how to haggle.  “If they were two year olds I’d pay the price but let’s face it they’re grandads so no wonder you don’t want to hunt them any more and the other if he saw the fox he’d run the other way.”  The vicar looked affronted but eventually sold the three of them to Tom for eighteen guineas, cash on the nail as Tom put it.

 

Afterwards the two of his grooms were chatting “I wouldn’t have put money on the boy knowing horses as he did.”  “It weren’t him it were the lass behind you who knew what they were.  The lad were just the spokesperson.”  “I wonder if they’re after grooms?”  “Well it can’t be worse than here waiting for dead men’s shoes.”  They spun a coin to decide who would walk up to the estate’s stable. Owen won and walked up that afternoon.

 

Back at the stables Tom wondered what to do with the horses.  They’d need grooms that was for certain but until then one of the soldiers who knew a bit about them was looking after them.  “They’ll need fodder.”  He remarked to Tom.  “Don’t they eat grass?”  “Well yes but they do better with a few oats and so forth.”  “Turn them out into the paddock for now.”  Tom sought out Rebecca.  “I’m losing track of all the things that we need to buy.”  “See Captain Morton, he used to be a quartermaster so should be used to such things.”

 

Two gypsy caravans turned up at the stables together with a dozen horses. Tom looked them over.  “You’ve work for us.”  Said the first gypsy.  “But I don’t know what needs doing.”  “We can turn our hand to many things.  Now you’ll be wanting horses I understand?”  Tom dashed off to collect Miss Miash, his horse expert.  The soldiers ambled out behind to give their opinions.  The gypsy spokesman recognised Miss Miash.  “We were at a horse fair when we heard a whisper the estate was waking up.  We’ll be wanting a fair price for our troubles.”  “Let’s see what you have.”  “Four drafts, two mares, five geldings and a stallion.”

 

“The mares look good.  Now let’s see the drafts.”  The drafts were led out and closely inspected both by Ellen and by the coachman, finally the geldings and the stallion.  “They’ll do.” Announced Ellen.  Sir Nigel thought about offering his opinion on pricing but then thought better of it.  Tom looked towards Ellen who named a reasonable price then he looked back at the gypsies and offered them fifteen pounds more than Ellen’s suggested price.  The gypsy looked taken back and countered with a price that was a third more.  Tom just looked at him, “My price is fair and for the price you’ll look after them for a week whilst I get sorted out.”

 

“Londoners, aye right enough.  Cash you’ll be paying?”  “We could settle up on March 25th if you like?” Tom looked at the expression on the gypsy’s face “Cash it is.” 

 

Lady Frampton had wandered out to see what was happening.  “Tom is it?”  Tom agreed it was.  “So you have horses and labourers but are unsure what to do with them?”  Tom agreed that was so.  “Well ladies and gentlemen time to roll your sleeves up and sort the estate out I think.  What should young Tom do with the estate?  What expertise do we have assembled here?”  All four girls had been brought up on estates so knew the basics and three of the military men had country backgrounds.  The fourth, Captain Morton, was used to organising supplies.  Sir Nigel looked over the horse flesh and thought he had a couple of mares that the ladies might prefer.  He’d ride off and collect them then see if he could pick up a few pointers for his own estate.

 

That afternoon the party assembled in the library and Captain Selkirk asked if there was a map of the estate.  On finding there wasn’t he thought the first task should be drawing up a map. Tom asked how would it be done.  “Triangulation, my boy, triangulation.”  Tom looked puzzled so the Captain explained that if you knew the length of one of the sides of a triangle then with a set of tables you could find the others out by doing sums.  “Mind you getting the first length accurate can be a problem.  I don’t have my chains here.”  Tom sent off for a set of chains.

 

Miss Ramsbury pulled out a slate and asked “What crops should be sown?”  That started a lively discussion about varieties as well.  Lady Frampton was well satisfied that the house party might not be conventional but with the girls and men working together to solve problems it would at least get them mixing and add in a few good dinners and an impromptu dance or two things would soon be well underway.

 

A list of tasks were drawn up for the gypsies to tackle then redrawn when the gypsies added what they thought they could do best.  The card game continued in the gardens but now spread over two tables. Lady Frampton was soon eightpence up but lost it all by the end of the day and decided that even at a farthing for ten points these were card sharps who made no allowance for elderly ladies.  She made no comment when a second ace of hearts was played and she held a third one in her hand.

 

Miss Beatrice Mowbray was pretty but had no card sense at all.  She trumped her partner’s ace and was forever playing the wrong card but no matter what she played the pile of farthings mounted in front of her much to her delight.  Rebecca thought it was her beauty and the neckline that gaped when she bent forward to see what had been played.

 

The next afternoon there was a knock at the front door.  “Dr. Nightingale come to inspect a Major Harding if you please.”  He was shown into the drawing room where the card players were miffed at the interruption.  He looked them over “Well my instructions were to inspect a Major Harding but by the look of them these other men need checking over as well.”  Tom appeared and looked him up and down.  “I’ll stand the nonsense and there are few enlisted men that could do with looking over as well.”  Dr. Nightingale looked a bit put out at being given the once over by a lad and Lady Frampton thought to put him in a better mood she’d invite him to dine.  Rebecca looked up and seconded the idea.  She rather fancied him herself.  “You’ll want to inspect the food.  We’re feeding them no doubt and what better way than to have supper with us?”  “Well I dare say it’ll be better than my cooking.”

 

He carefully examined each man and Rebecca made notes on how they should be cared for.  The enlisted men were gratified that they were being given the same treatment as the officers.  “Basically it’s good food, a bit of gentle exercise and rest to get them fully recovered again.  I’ve a theory that soap and water will do no harm so see if you can get them into a bath once or even twice a week, mind you it’s only my pet theory.  Now the corporal with the wound I see you’ve dressed it with honey, a traditional treatment but none the less effective.  I’d like you to make a tisane by placing a leaf of lavender in a kettle and boiling it then when its cooled use it to clean the wound.  I’ve noticed that those with fever do better if they only drink cooled tisane rather than water from the well.  So make up a tisane the same way with a leaf of mint in the kettle.”  “What’s so special about the tisanes and why so weak?”  “If you make it weak then there will be less of a taste.”  “Would boiled water do instead?”  “I can see no difference between fresh water and a jug of boiled water that has cooled so it can’t be that.  No it’s something in the herbs of that I’m sure.  Now the other thing is they’ve seen some terrible things when fighting.  Some will be fine but for some it helps if they can talk about it.  Having a dog around like a spaniel can help as well for some reason.  Just petting them helps them.  Gentle exercise so horse riding is fine but not hunting.  I’ve seen too many ex-soldiers craving excitement push their horses too hard and come a cropper.”   

 

The doctor finished his meal of French cuisine.  “Very nice to.”  “You don’t think they need a special diet of vinegar and potatoes then?”  Asked Rebecca.  He glanced down the table to see the horrified faces of the officers.  “No that won’t be necessary in this case unless of course they have a relapse and then we’ll have to think again.”  “I’d feel more comfortable if you were to keep an eye on them so perhaps you might drop in for lunch or supper if you’re passing this way?”  “Don’t tempt me.”  Rebecca threw him a flirtatious look.  Miss Ramsbury seconded the idea and the doctor said he’d do his best to drop in occasionally. 

 

A spaniel puppy was found and given to corporal Hawkins to look after.  Molly volunteered to let serjeant Barnet pet her and promised to give him lots of attention and strokes.  Down in the kitchen Henri had a constant stream of kettles boiling to prepare tisanes. 

 

Rebecca looked out of the window and saw the skies were blue. She’d take them out for a gentle ride in the country and they could look over the estate at the same time.  Serjeant Barnet had never ridden a horse before and was distinctly nervous until he saw Tom asking what to do as he had never ridden one.  The serjeant hovered and listened to the advice given to Tom then followed it himself.  Everyone mounted from mounting blocks since Rebecca threatened to shoot the first one who toppled off their horse and none of them were too steady on their feet.

 

Henri had packed a saddlebag of food and cold mint tisane in case they got lost and they set out slowly out.  They knew the rough boundaries of the estate but by stopping at the cottages on the way round the girls managed to get a more precise idea of where the boundary actually was.  The men were much less inclined to ask for directions.  Tom spoke to one or two cottagers and mentioned he didn’t know what needed doing but he was willing to pay one and ninepence a day if they’d like to get started working and let him know what was what.  Slowly the estate came to life again.  The gypsies rounded up the sheep and cattle in pens.  Tom let it be known unless claimed the estate would assume they belonged to the estate and they would be sold at market.

 

“So how is Tom’s project going on?”  “Well the reports say estate isn’t losing money.”  “Good, we’ll leave it as it is then.  You never know we might need somewhere in the country to entertain the nobs and Lady Frampton’s name gives it a bit of class so let her stay on with the rest of them.”

 

Crawford gave a sigh of relief when he heard the news.  Henri sought out Miss Kendal.  “You know I only intended to stay until the little season but having my own kitchen with its own garden I find the idea of remaining to be a pleasant one.  It would be even more pleasant to have you by my side.”  Miss Kendall smiled “Well I have my savings so we could furnish a cottage as we like it.  Are we to be married then?  And will you expect our children to be brought up catholic?”  “If the village church will do for our wedding then I see no reason why it shouldn’t do for our children as well.”  Miss Kendall gave a sigh of relief.
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