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“But Fate, a lady of the most capricious whims,

Grasps, palm of hand, each harassed, mortal hour,

From dawn to dawn and dust to dust;

And he, misguided wretch, who thinks

Himself to guide his destiny,

Is bigger fool by far than you or I.”
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PROLOGUE
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11th June 1701

The faint pearly glow on the horizon between the two massive, ancient oaks on either side of the distant gates brought a smile to James Walsh’s face as he thought of the distant ancestor who had planted those trees, so that future generations of the family could watch the sun rise between them. The day would begin fine, though the mackerel sky the previous evening forebode of rain and wind before nightfall. As was his habit, James began to whistle cheerfully as he completed his toilet, buttoned his jacket, and opened the bedroom door, relishing the thought of breakfast. 

His whistling ceased suddenly when he entered the dining room, and he swore under his breath; the breakfast table was still set for one.

Rachel Weemes, cook to the family since long before he was born, urged, ‘Quickly, Emma, the tray.’ She had judged to the second when to fry the eggs, as she heard his movements in the bedroom above, and then his whistling. He liked his eggs set, but only just, and piping hot. 

The serving wench, the youngest member of the staff, at fourteen years of age, a cloth over her fingers to avoid burning them, removed the plate of ham and eggs from the side of the stove where Rachel had placed it, slid it onto a tray and tripped quickly towards the dining room door from the kitchen, the tray carefully balanced in one hand, as she thrust open the door with the other. 

Rachel smiled, remembering her own early days as a young maid in that household.

Their master’s regularity was one of the many things that his servants appreciated about James. His every action was predictable, unlike those of his twin brother, John, younger by ten minutes, and poles apart in his looks, habits and behaviour.

James, broad shouldered, muscular and almost six feet in height, with sandy coloured, unruly hair and friendly hazel eyes in an attractive, angular face, was staid, sober, hard working and courteous, even when speaking to the lowest housemaid, and totally honest. John, with the rounded, dark Gallic looks of his ancestors, was a bone-idle, drunken, foul-mouthed, cheating libertine, from whom no woman was safe.

James knew well his brother’s faults, but still loved and indulged him, allowing him to lead his life as he wished, not doing a hand’s turn on the farm, and spending much of their income in the inns and brothels of Norwich, often remaining away from the farm for two or three days at a time, only returning when he ran out of money, and needed more from his brother.

James’ bottom had barely touched the seat of the chair when his breakfast was placed in front of him, and he smiled at the serving wench as he reached for the loaf and the bread knife.

‘Thank you, Emma. My brother has not returned?’

Emma shook her dark brown locks vigorously, ‘No, sir. Not yet.’

Thank the Lord. 

The way John ogled her, stripping her with his eyes, left her in no doubt as to the outcome, if she were ever to be alone with him, and she feared her own weakness.

James held back a deep sigh, not wanting Emma to know his feelings. This time John had been gone for six days; longer than ever before, and James was becoming worried. The iniquitous drinking and gambling dens that his brother frequented in the city were the preferred hunting grounds of many vicious criminals, not to speak of the footpads that abounded in the countryside, and James had a deep foreboding that something was badly amiss.

It was Friday, payday for the farm workers, and the busiest day of the week for him; a day when he could not take time to go gallivanting off in search of his recalcitrant brother, who, he imagined, was probably merely lying drunk in some bawdy wench’s bed, and he decided he must leave it until Monday. If John had not returned by then, he would go into the city and try to find him, though where to start would be a distinct problem; he had no knowledge of the low places John frequented. For now, there was much work to be done.

Finishing the last small piece of crust, he rose and strolled from the dining room to his study, to make up the wage packets for his men.

The battered old iron cash box was kept in the mahogany roll-top bureau, and James turned the key, which was always left in the lock, and with his hands, gently helped the roll drop into its recess.

As he pulled the box towards him he was filled with sudden alarm.  The weight of golden guineas and other coins it contained always made it difficult to move. Now it slid easily over the polished wooden surface, as if it contained nothing but feathers.

He quickly turned the lock and lifted the lid. The box was empty; not a single penny piece left of the two hundred-odd guineas it had contained.

James felt a sudden sharp pain in his heart, and a relentless pounding began in his head. Disaster was staring him in the face. The savings he had laboured so hard to build up over the years; the money needed to keep the estate running efficiently; every bit of it gone.

A lesser man would have sent for the constable, and accused his staff, but James knew immediately who had taken the money: his own brother.

It was no wonder John had not come home. He was afraid to do so, for this time he would have realised that he had gone too far. He must, James thought, have run up a huge gambling debt, and had to pay it off for fear of physical reprisals.

It was a massive blow, but even as James tried to come to terms with the dire effects the loss would have on his life, he felt no anger, but only sorrow for his brother, whose gambling habit James had always believed to be some kind of uncontrollable disease, like his womanising and drinking. 

He collected his thoughts; the first and most urgent problem was the men’s wages, and he had to do something quickly.

He rose, opened the window of the study and looked out. One of his workers was striding across the yard, a broom in one hand and a bucket in the other. 

James shouted, ‘Adam, stop what you are doing and saddle my horse, please. Quick as you can.’

He sighed deeply. He hated to go cap in hand to men with whom he did business, and who respected him, but there was no alternative. 

By the time he had changed his outer clothing to something more befitting a man in his position calling on business colleagues, and added his Sunday best silk cravat, his horse was saddled, and he thanked his man, Adam Grey, before mounting the roan and immediately urging it into a gallop.

Matthew Sullivan, another of the workers, ran out of the barn as James rode off, and asked, ‘Where’s the master orf tew in such a rush? Hen’t never sin him a-gallopin’ out o’ the yard afore. Is th’other one in trouble agin? He hen’t come hoom yit.’

Adam shook his head, ‘Don’t reckon thass th’other one this time, Matt. He’s a-headin’ fer Buxton, not Norridge, and blass’ my heart alive, bor, he do look hully worried.’

They stood watching the horseman, until Peter Green, the tee-man, came out of the barn, wondering where his erstwhile helper had got to.

He bellowed, ‘What the blurry hell are yew tew up to, standin’ around an’ scratchin’ yore arses?’ he shouted, ‘That in’t a blurry Sunday! Get on wi’ it!’

The two men scurried back to work.

Colin Blake, the butcher in Buxton to whom James sold many of their animals, was behind the counter of his shop, serving the housekeeper of one of the local landed gentry.

He smiled at James as he entered the shop, and greeted him with, ‘Morning, James. Be with you soon as I’ve finished satisfying Maggie’s deepest desires.’ He gave the woman, a plain looking, lifelong spinster in her mid-50s, an openly lascivious grin, and she blushed to the roots of her hennaed hair, trying to hide her pleased smile.

James waited impatiently until she had finished her order and left the shop, with Colin’s loud assurance that her purchases would be delivered within the half-hour ringing round her ears.

He turned to the farmer, ‘Now then, James, to what do I owe the pleasure?’

James felt uncomfortable but asked, ‘It’s unusual, I know, Colin, not yet being the end of the month, but could you possibly pay me for the animals we delivered to you last week?’

The butcher frowned, ‘How do you mean, James?’

‘As I said; could you possibly pay me now, instead of at the end of the month?’

Blake’s frown deepened, ‘But I’ve paid you for them already. Your brother John came in several days ago and asked for the cash.’

His words hit James like red-hot balls from a musket, and for several moments he was unable to speak.

When he found his voice again, it sounded strange and forced, ‘Oh, I am sorry. I completely forgot. Of course he did.’ He turned away quickly to hide his dismay.

Watching the farmer’s back disappear through the open door, the butcher’s puzzlement increased. James’ surprise and hurt had been obvious, and there was something dreadfully wrong if one brother did not know what the other had done. He had been uneasy, paying John for the first time, when he had always previously dealt with James, but had seen no reason not to. Now he wished he had not. There was deep trouble afoot.

James next rode to the shop of the greengrocer, Jim Marshall, at the other end of the street.

There he asked a different question, ‘Has my brother been in for the payment for goods we delivered last week?’

Marshall nodded, ‘And he asked for an advance on next month’s deliveries as well, which I naturally refused. What is going on, James? Are you bankrupt?’

‘No! No, of course not.’

‘Well, it is a most strange way to do business, if you ask me. If I had not always dealt with you, and found you fair and honest, I would be changing my supplier, I can tell you. There are plenty out there besides you wanting to sell fruit and vegetables. And,’ he added, ‘your brother was not at all pleasant at the time.’ He did not want to tell James how John had reeked of booze and sworn at him, using unbelievably foul language that had seared the devout Methodist’s ears.

James grovelled for the first time in his life, ‘I can only apologize, Jim, and assure you that it will never happen again. I will ensure that you deal only with me in the future, and I thank you for your continued support.’

Marshall was only partially mollified, ‘Well, all right, James, but mind we do get back to straightforward trading.’

James nodded, unable to speak, the lump in his throat like a large, sharp flintstone.

What on earth had John been about?

Back on horseback, James headed for the only other place to which they sent produce: Rainforde Manor.

There he always dealt with Lord Edward Rainforde’s general factotum, Robin Clarke, and he found the lean, rangy man outside in the yard, watching one of the grooms schooling a young grey stallion.

He turned as James cantered up, came to a halt, and slid down from his mount.

‘James, what a pleasant surprise. Have you come for a particular reason, or is this a social visit?’

James had gone over what he would say a dozen times as he rode there, and began, ‘I need help, Robin. My brother has done something very foolish, and has left me with an urgent problem. I have no ready cash to pay my workers, and I wondered if you could possibly pay me for part of the produce we have delivered to you recently.’

Robin immediately realised what had occurred, and would have liked to let James down lightly, and do as he asked by diverting some funds, but his position, although one of some authority, left him with no alternative but to tell the farmer the truth, ‘Your brother John came calling at the end of last week and virtually demanded payment up to date. He was drunk and highly abusive. Though angered, I paid him what you were owed, and considered telling Lord Rainforde we would no longer be dealing with you for our extra requirements, but thought better of it, and gave him the benefit of the doubt, seeing that he was in his cups.’

James sighed deeply, ‘I can’t thank you enough for that, Robin. My brother has his problems, as you probably know. Is there any way you can possible help me?’

Robin liked the farmer, but had his own master to think about. He considered for several moments, and then suggested, ‘There might be a way. Lord Rainforde was talking the other day about having our own small flock of sheep. Could you deliver a dozen lambs this afternoon? If so, I could pay you for them now.’

James nodded vigorously, ‘Of course, Robin. Thank you, my friend. Thank you.’

It would keep the farm afloat until the end of the following month, when the next payments from his customers were due. 

‘I am glad I could help you, James,’ Robin’s voice became deadly serious, ‘but please ensure that your brother never comes here again. He will not be welcome, though you are at any time.’

‘Of course, Robin, and thank you again.’

‘Come into the house, and I will pay you the money.’

As he rode off, with the most immediate problem solved, James’ mind was on his brother’s whereabouts. There was one man who might know. 

Arthur Ingleby, a fop and a moneyed wastrel, was the youngest son of Sir Edward Ingleby, a local landowner. When he was not in Norwich debauching with John, he was at the local inn, the Queen’s Arms in Hainford. James headed there, and found the young man outside, drinking with two friends, and ogling the pretty serving wench.

Ingleby watched James pull his horse to a halt and jump down from the saddle. As the farmer began to approach, he said something to the other two men with him that caused great hilarity. He then turned and shouted, ‘James, old boy, come, sit down, and partake of an ale with us!’

James halted by the bench where the men were seated. They were still giggling.

‘Thank you for the offer, but I have not the time to stay. Do you know where I might find my brother?’

All three burst out laughing again, and James, his face darkening with anger, had to wait until Ingleby could control himself enough to speak.

‘Why!’ he exclaimed, ‘I wager somewhere on the high seas to the west of Ireland by now, if the ship has not sunk.’

James frowned, not understanding.

‘You mean...?’

The increasingly inane laughter of the three men confirmed his worst suspicions: his brother had gone off to the new land of the Americas.

He turned away, and as he strode back to his horse, the hilarious laughter behind him sounded like the baying of the hounds of hell.

Thinking furiously, he considered the future. His brother’s constant debauchery, which had been such a huge drain on their income, would thankfully no longer be an issue, and provided the weather produced no major disasters, it would be possible for the estate to recover. It would entail a period of strict austerity, but within a year, God willing, the finances should be back on an even keel.

He would have to explain the problem not only to Elizabeth Easterby, to whom he was betrothed, but also to her father, Sir Basil, and might have to request that the wedding, intended for the following March, be postponed for a few months. He was not looking forward to that task.

By the time he reached home, he was feeling somewhat relieved, and realised, with more than a little guilt, that deep down, he had for many years wished that his brother were not there - a constant, financial drag on the estate.

Three weeks later, what remained of that guilt feeling was swept away forever, when it was brought home to him just how black hearted John had been.

As James was leaving the house to oversee the cleaning of the piggeries, a gig he did not recognise, driven by a portly man dressed in black, a complete stranger, pulled up by the front steps.

The visitor jumped down from the step of the gig and demanded loudly, ‘Are you John Walsh?’

James disliked the man’s uncouth manner, but answered, ‘No, I am his brother, James.’

‘Where is he?’

‘Not here.’ James was damned if he was going to give the man any more information.

‘I can bloody well see that, Walsh! Shit! He was to have made a payment to my master in Norwich this morning, and did not turn up. I have had to drive all the bloody way out to this godforsaken place, and now you say he is not here.’ He sighed heavily, ‘Have you a beer?’

James did not like the man’s stance, but could understand his annoyance, and needed to know just how much trouble he was in.

He pushed open the door and shouted, ‘Emma! A flagon of ale, please.’

He waited until the beverage was brought, and the man had taken a deep draught, before asking, ‘What was the payment for that my brother should have made today?’

The visitor looked amazed, ‘You mean you do not know?’

‘No, sir, I do not know.’

‘Shit on a broomstick! You poor bastard! It should have been the first payment on a loan, and the contract spells out that if one payment is not made, your land and buildings are forfeit. So where is he?’

James reeled back as if from a physical blow, his heart pounding fiercely at the crushing news.

‘I think you had better come inside, sir’, he suggested, when he had recovered his breath, ‘and tell me your name.’

‘The same as yours: James - James Stewart, bailiff.’

James led the man into the parlour and bade him sit down.

‘Please tell me the exact details of the contract you mentioned, Mr Stewart.’

‘In a nutshell, your brother took a one-year loan of seven thousand guineas, at five percent interest per month, from my master, the moneylender, Monsieur Guillaume Regisse, recently arrived from France; payments to be made regularly on this date each month, and the money repaid in toto within the twelvemonth, the estate to be forfeit, as I said, if any payment is missed, or the terms of the contract not adhered to in any detail.’

James was thunderstruck at the enormity of the sum involved and John’s diabolical duplicity in deliberately taking out the loan, having no intention whatsoever of paying back a penny of it, and knowing full well the position it would leave his brother in. 

At the end of each year, the clear profit made by the estate averaged some three hundred guineas. It would take something like twenty-five years to repay just the principal of the loan, and the moneylender’s ruinous interest rate made any thought of repayment unthinkable. 

James was ruined!

He gulped, his mouth and throat dry, desperately trying to think of something that might offer a way out.

There was but one straw that he could clutch.

He begged, ‘Please, could you give me two days to try to find a solution to this problem, of which, as you must realise, I had not the slightest notion until you spoke of it?’

Stewart shook his head, ‘You know not what you ask, Walsh. This Froggie is not one full of the milk of human kindness. Though I can clearly see your problem and to some extent sympathise, it will carry no weight with him; none at all. He is, like all money lenders, without a heart, and he employs other men far more dangerous than yours truly to obtain his pound and a half of flesh.’

James sat in silence, his face grey, his world dissolving around him. 

Stewart considered for a moment; the man before him was distraught, and he could read between the lines: the brother had scarpered, and left him to sort out the debt. He seemed a decent fellow.

Stewart was not a cruel man, unlike most of those in his profession, and made a decision that he hoped he could justify. He would say that no one had been at home when he called and ride out the tongue lashing he would receive. He relented.

‘One day, Walsh. That’s all I can give you. Tomorrow at this time.’

‘If I was to repay the whole sum tomorrow, plus the five percent interest for one month, would that satisfy your master?’

Stewart was dumbfounded; had the man been playing him for a fool and had the money all the time?

‘Do you think you can?’

James shrugged, ‘I have but one hope, that I can borrow that sum.’

Stewart shook his head, ‘It would not do. Monsieur Regisse is a devious and clever bastard and eager for land in this county. There is an early payment clause included in the contract, requiring a lump sum of twelve thousand pounds to be paid, plus any accrued interest.’

With total disaster staring him in the face, James blurted, ‘I will try! Bring the contract with you when you return.’

Stewart rose from his chair. ‘I wish you luck.’ 

You will need it, you poor bastard.

James watched the man mount his gig and drive out of the yard, and then went to dress in his best attire. He had two visits to make, and was not looking forward to either.

Easterby Manor lay to the north, and Rainforde Hall to the west, and it was towards Rainforde Hall that he first directed his horse, wanting to know his fate before informing Elizabeth’s father of his new state as a pauper.

Even to ask to see Lord Rainforde without an appointment was an imposition, and one he would never have dreamt of making in the normal way of things, but he had no alternative.

Edward Rainforde was vexed at being disturbed from the book he was reading peacefully in his library, but came downstairs to speak to James, his anger dissipating as he saw the man’s downcast manner, and the way he was wringing his hands.

Rainforde was a kindly man, who invariably had the best interests of the lesser landowners around his estate at heart. James was one of the better farmers, one he had always admired, and he now looked desperate. 

Rainforde suggested, ‘You had best come into the study and tell me about it.’

He listened carefully as James described the problem, leaving nothing out.

The amount of money mentioned was a vast sum, even for him, but he could provide it. How to deal with the matter was something that needed thought, however.

Though the sum was far more than the land and buildings were worth, he could give the money as the purchase price for the smaller estate that James owned and allow the man to continue farming, but as one of his tenants. It was an attractive option, but would entail a massive change for the man before him. From gentleman farmer to tenant farmer was a terrible drop in class. Rainforde felt he could not do that to the man. There was the other far worse alternative: to refuse to help. That would destroy James completely, and bring an evil sounding rogue, and what was worse a French one, to live close by, to work God knew what devilment in the locality, something that he could not allow to happen. Rainforde wished he could horsewhip James’ brother for what he had done. There was a third choice, and he thought long and hard before deciding to offer it.

‘Would you be prepared to take on a loan from me for the full sum, to be repaid over a long term, with an interest rate of two percent per annum? The details will have to be worked out, but I suggest that the repayment be made by you and your descendants in goods, sending the entire produce of your estate to me and my descendants in payment, retaining enough for your own personal use, of course. My factotum will value the items as they arrive, and will, at each year’s end, deduct the amount accrued, less the interest, from the total sum borrowed. You will naturally wish to ensure that your male descendants remain gentlemen, I am sure, despite your reduced circumstances, and to that effect, part of the contract will state that my family shall undertake their schooling between the ages of six and eighteen, entirely at our expense.’

James closed his eyes, envisaging the years passing. He would not see the final sum paid in his own lifetime, but at least the estate would still be farmed by him and those who followed him, and with the schooling provided, he need have no fear for the future of the family. In fact, the schooling alone was worth the sum of the interest at least. In effect, Rainforde was giving him an interest-free loan. It was a wonderful offer.

He opened his eyes. 

Lord Rainforde was regarding him with compassion, his head cocked to one side.

With tears in his eyes, James rose to his feet, his hand outstretched.

‘My Lord, words cannot describe my feelings. I came into your home a man destroyed, and now you have made me whole again.’

Rainforde felt a lump in his own throat.

‘I am sure I can depend on you, James. My men will bring the money to you tomorrow, and await the arrival of this bailiff. They will then follow him and ensure that the payment is made to the lender, and the loan documents recovered. I will have an attorney draw up the contract that we shall share, and you can sign it then.’

James was astonished; Rainforde was trusting him with an enormous sum.

‘But...’

‘No buts, James. I know you for an honourable man and I trust you implicitly. One must hold the faith that our descendants will be men such as ourselves. Now go and do what you have to do.’

Two hours later, James rode away from Easterby Hall a dejected man, no longer betrothed to a distraught Elizabeth, who was sobbing pitifully as she watched from an upstairs window the man she loved with all her heart, disappearing from her life forever, a man who would now have to find a local farmer’s daughter, to provide him with an heir. Despite her tearful pleas, Sir Basil had been adamant: he was not about to allow a pauper to become his son-in-law.

It was a bitter blow, but as his resolve hardened, James set his roan into a wild gallop, and made a firm vow that he would work every hour God sent, to right the wrong his brother had done to the family. The estate would survive.
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BOOK ONE – THOMAS 1760-1836


CHAPTER ONE
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13th May 1786

The tears Thomas had fought against for so long finally flowed unchecked, as the lid of the cheap pine coffin disappeared below the top of the open grave, and he cursed himself for being a weak, emotional fool. With great strength of character in every other respect, his emotions were something he had never been able to control. A sick animal, the sight of a glorious sunset, or the song of a high-flying lark could reach deep into his breast and wrench at his heartstrings. It was just one aspect of his being that he hid from his contemporaries, along with the highly refined speech he had learned from his tutors, and so much preferred to the thick Norfolk dialect that he spoke in his everyday dealings with his peers and at home; virtually another language. Even his wife of seven years, Martha, was unaware of that linguistic ability, though she was fully aware of his sensitivity. Other things he had hidden from her: in his own mind he was a man wearing two hats; that of the bucolic farmer, who loved every moment of that life; the feel of the plough handles jerking under his hands as he breathed the faint, vinegary, damp smell of his old horse pulling it; the sight of a straight furrow, or any animal playing or seeking its pray; a bird singing or building its nest; the smell of new mown hay, of cider fermenting, of the blooms of the rambler roses that grew outside the front door, and of brimstone during a thunderstorm; the vagaries of the weather, and the effect it had on the shape of the landscape; in fact, every facet of nature, and every inch of his land. The other hat had below it a born intellectual, whose churning thoughts brought a constant turmoil to his brain throughout every waking hour, urging him to improve everything around him, and to spread his wings. In truth, the only time he was ever truly at peace was during the winter hours that he spent in Lord Rainforde’s library, a book open in front of him, learning, always learning. 

To Martha, he was the staid, hardworking farmer, and she loved him dearly. She remained quiet, knowing what he was feeling and that it made him so much more human, and so different from his hard, unbending father, whose corpse occupied that coffin. She was not sorry that he was dead, but for Thomas the injustice was unbearable, and for good reason: had his father held on to life for just a few more months, the coffin would have been of good solid English oak with brass handles; the security and wealth he had laboured for throughout his life finally assured.

As did all those around him, Thomas Walsh shivered uncontrollably in the bitterly cold, gale force north-easterly wind, each gust slamming over the spindly top of the two hundred year old yew tree near the western wall of the churchyard like a timid diver on a high cliff, repeatedly urged forward, only to lose courage at the last moment and jump back again. The wings of that wind carried the barks of an anxious dog in the nearby village, accompanied by unnatural tympani as the ancient lych gate banged loudly against its post with each gust. Bulky dark grey, black-edged clouds that in his mind resembled an armada of angry, full-sailed galleons bustling their way to the destruction of battle, filled the sky above him; precursors of the heavy rain that would fall before dark.

Thomas realised that he was holding his breath, and exhaled slowly and silently, as if fearful of destroying the solemnity of the moment. He had to resist the urge to take Martha’s hand, knowing that, like tears, it would be seen as a lack of manliness by the small group of tenant farmers and labourers, who looked up to him as an educated leader, though save for his father’s fine leather boots and buskins, which he now wore, his outward appearance was no different to the other mourners: grey, well-worn pantaloons, off-white cotton shirt, brown homespun jacket and short stovepipe hat.

Twenty-four year old Martha, just half an inch shorter than her husband at five feet nine, with a similar stocky build, and the same brown hair and eyes, stood beside him, squeezing the hand of their five year old son, James, her eyes dry. In her view, the bitter old man they were burying had not been a patch on her husband, of whom she was inordinately proud. She saw him as standing head and shoulders above those around him. He had changed all their lives so much for the better in just a few short years, introducing into that part of Norfolk the four-crop rotation system, so superior to the ages-old three-crop system; shorthorn cattle in place of the old longhorns, giving double the meat and milk yield; the Leicester sheep, with its longer, easier to weave wool, to replace the older Norfolk breed, and, most importantly, the growing of the Scottish variety of turnip, their staple vegetable, which did not rot in the fields like the Norfolk variety, and kept its shape in boiling water instead of turning to mush. He was both a thinker and a doer and, more privately, a considerate lover; so different in his approach to lovemaking than so many men of that age, with their animal-like lust, and their distorted view of womanhood. 

The members of the congregation wore the only clothes they possessed, all of the poorest quality, worn daily throughout every season, repeatedly darned and repaired, and replaced only when the garment literally fell off the body. All those present were cold to their bones in the bleak, open graveyard, its more ancient stones leaning at all kinds of irregular angles, like rotting, discoloured teeth, in great danger of falling out. 

The impecunious parson, Josiah Fitch, shook with them, his clothing thinner even than that of his parishioners. He knew there would be no other payment but a basket of vegetables for his trouble that day, as so often in this parish, and had kept the proceedings to the bare minimum. There had been no service in the church with hymns and oratory, only that at the graveside, and he had shortened that too and now gabbled the last of it, the words running into one another. ‘For as much as it has pleased Almighty God to take out of this world the soul of Joshua Walsh, we therefore commit his body to the ground, earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust, looking for that blessed hope when the Lord Himself shall descend from Heaven with a shout, with the voice of the Archangel, and with the trump of God, and the dead in Christ shall rise first. Then we which are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so shall we ever be with the Lord. Amen.’

Not waiting to hear the echoed repetitions of the last word from the assembly, and without a word of farewell or acknowledgement, he turned away, pulling his threadbare cassock about him, and doubled back towards the doubtful shelter of the cold hovel he was pleased to call the presbytery, where no fire was ever lit before the first of November or after the last day of March.

Led by Thomas, the men came forward one by one to cast the required handful of earth down onto the top of the coffin. As the last handful landed, the two gravediggers began frantically shovelling and infilling with their long, pole-handled spades, desperate to get out of the wind.

With rapidly muttered farewells, the members of the congregation hurried away, leaving Thomas, Martha and James the last to leave the churchyard.

Turning to move off, Martha shivered more violently and asked, ‘Who is that, Thomas?’

A lone horseman sat astride a pitch-black stallion on the ridge that was topped by Wilton’s Spinney three hundred yards to the north, the leafy branches of its trees fluttering madly in the wind, like a series of random, unreadable semaphore messages, sent by a drunken signaller. 

The horseman appeared to be watching them.

Thomas was puzzled, ‘I know not, Martha. I have no recollection of such a horse, or of its rider. He is a stranger to the district.’

‘He means trouble for us, Thomas. I know it.’

She prayed that her husband was not aware of the bolt of fear she had felt on seeing the horseman, as tangible as a heated dagger in her breast. 

Thomas took her pronouncement seriously; he knew that she had inherited her mother’s second sight, something they hid assiduously from others, the mere suspicion of such powers being enough to be branded a witch, with the hideous consequences that would surely follow. Even so, for his life he could not imagine how an unknown stranger could possibly impinge upon their lives.

He hastened to allay her fears, ‘There is no need to worry, Martha. Look now, he is leaving.’

The horseman was spurring his mount down the ridge, and as they watched, he disappeared behind it.

Their old bay horse, Blaze, now sixteen years old, his coat greying with age, waited patiently for them in the shafts of the farm cart, on the track beyond the badly maintained lych-gate, which Thomas latched behind them, to stop its infernal racket.

Dark thoughts of the horseman disappeared when they saw their Springer spaniel, Rascal, sitting upright on the driver’s bench, looking for all the world like some ancient coachman, waiting patiently for an errant master to leave the ball, in order to begin the journey home. 

James giggled helplessly. He loved the dog with a boy’s simple passion for his pet.

Thomas helped first Martha, and then his son, up into the cart, before climbing onto the front bench and taking up the reins. It was force of habit, but totally unnecessary. Without a word, or a tapping of the reins, the old horse set off at his usual sedate pace, knowing the way home as well as his master.

Thomas sighed, ‘If only father could have lived until Michaelmas.’

Martha knew the basic facts of the business, but not the detail; financial matters were never discussed with women, but now that Joshua was gone, she believed Thomas might tell her. She asked, ‘May I know more, Thomas?’

With no need to control their progress, he turned, surprised, ‘What will you know?’

‘The history, and why your family almost lost the land.’

Thomas hesitated. His father would have forbidden it; it was men’s talk and not for women, but with Joshua’s disapproval now no longer a factor, he could see no reason why Martha should not be told. After all, the matter was all but settled.

‘Very well.’ He took a deep breath and began, ‘The men of our family were not always farmers, but important soldiers. They fought in the armies of the kings of England, from the time that our French ancestor, Arnaud, came to these shores as a senior aide to William The Conqueror, but when Charles the First came to the throne, the head of the family at that time, Robin Walsh, became disillusioned with the tyrannical absolute monarch and his outlandish religious views, and joined the army of Oliver Cromwell, the Protector of England. Robin fought with great valour at the battles of Marston Moor and Naseby, and again at Preston, where he was so badly wounded that he could no longer continue soldiering. Cromwell was sufficiently pleased with Robin’s devoted service that he gave him our land in perpetuity.’

‘Perpeter, father?’ Little James piped up.

‘It means forever, James, providing the family pays its dues and stays out of bankruptcy.’

Martha said, ‘But that happened, did it not?’

‘Not quite, but almost, due to a rogue in the family. His name was John, a name so dishonoured that no male child has carried it since. The younger of two brothers who farmed this land, he went off to America, having stolen every penny from the house, and far worse, taken a large loan on the land. That loan was taken up by the then Lord Rainforde and we have been paying it off ever since. It has taken us eighty-five years to pay off the debt and interest, and father made the last but one payment at Michaelmas last year, leaving just fifteen guineas still to pay. This Michaelmas, after that sum is deducted from the total value of produce supplied during the year, we shall have for ourselves almost the full payment for a year’s crops, and our lives will change. Though I am legally entitled to be called a gentleman, I do not wish to live that life. It will be enough that we can afford to wear clothing without darns and patches, and eat the best of the produce of the farm, instead of the leavings.’

‘It worries me that every part of our produce goes to the Manor, and nowhere else. Supposing something happens to Lord Rainforde. He is an old man.’

‘He is but forty-five, Martha, three years younger than father was, and has he not had the vigour to impregnate his young wife? Not for him the hardships that reduce a man’s lifespan. He has not had to leave his bed every day of the year at five of the clock or earlier, or spend the night delivering lambs.’

‘And what of the harvest; shall it be good this year?’

‘For our sins, though we know not of them, the good Lord often visits us with storms and lashing rain as the cereals come fit, but we shall pray for His understanding and hope that He hears us.’

They were now passing through their own fields, and Blaze’s steady clip-clop missed a beat as the old horse expertly avoided the rush of a hysterical mother moorhen, disturbed from her dyke by a stalking fox, clucking madly to bustle along her newly hatched chicks; five tiny black balls of wool moving as if on casters in her wake, the shaping of the group changing from second to second, like that of frantic tadpoles in a pond.

In the field to the right, two hares stood up on their hind legs, shadow boxing in pursuit of male dominance, and nearer to the hedge a hen harrier hovered, the only movement the silent flutter of its wingtip feathers, waiting patiently for the vole it had spied entering a clump of grass to exit on the other side.

Thomas surveyed his kingdom, his breast so crushed with the love of this land, these acres, that breathing became difficult.

That summer was country-kind, with long days of unbroken sunshine as the grain ripened, and for once the reapers, including the itinerant gypsies who habitually arrived with their gaily-painted caravans in time for the work, had a dry harvest under cloudless skies, making them even more thankful for the jars of home-brewed ale that were provided as part of their wages. 

Though neither Thomas nor Martha recognized it as such at the time, the beginning of their troubles came as the last cartload of wheat straw was leaving the field at the end of the harvest, and Thomas stood looking along the dead straight rows of stubble, renewed proof of his master ploughmanship, into an evening sun that seemed to him to have melted the sky and set afire the entire horizon.

He saw Martha rush through the gateway, pulling her skirts tight to her, to aid her speed. She came up to him out of breath.

Worried at her expression, he asked, ‘What ails you, wife?’

Shaking her head as if she still did not believe it, Martha blurted, ‘Lady Mary is dead.’ 

With her vast experience of birthing animals, Martha was in great demand as a midwife, and aided the doctor with all births at the important houses in the area.

Lord Rainforde’s young wife of twenty-seven summers had been perfectly well until she began labour, but after the baby was born, seemingly without difficulty, an internal bleed had started, which the doctor was unable to stop, and the young mother had expired from loss of blood. The baby, a boy, was stillborn, as were so many others.

It was a sad blow, but not one that immediately affected the Walsh family. Death being a regular event it was soon put behind them.

With the harvest in and delivered to Lord Rainforde's barns, less the requisite percentage kept for brewing, and the making of bread and pottage, Thomas was able to enjoy the best time of the farmer’s year. The weather was pleasant, work was less intense, fruit was harvested and preserved, and meat was salted down and stored in barrels for the winter, each day bringing Michaelmas, on the thirtieth of September, nearer.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Lord Henry Rainforde stood looking disconsolately out over the immaculately kept formal gardens which had been Lady Mary’s pride and joy and where she had spent so many happy hours directing the team of gardeners who tended the serried ranks of roses and perennials, the interspersing, weed-free lawns an exact one inch high and as smooth as the baize on the billiard table in the games room. Beyond the gardens the waters of the moat shone like burnished silver, its edges blurred with flowering lily pads, a source of great pleasure to him in the past, but now of not the slightest interest.

He had, as yet, received no answer from the many letters he had sent to every important house in the county, seeking a willing or, if necessary, unwilling replacement recipient for his seed. An heir was his most urgent requirement, and he had made it clear that she could have the face of a horse, be deaf, dumb and blind, grossly fat or painfully thin, mild or moody, provided she was fecund. He had offered an obscene sum in payment, in the hope that one of his missives would reach a father desperate for funds.

It was inconceivable that the bastard, as he always thought of his dead brother Charles’ only offspring, born out of wedlock from a gypsy wench, should inherit the estate. 

He had seen the boy only once, at Charles’ interment in the family vault. The bastard had been of some seventeen summers at the time, and had come uninvited, angering Lord Rainforde not only by his mere presence but far more by the obviously intended appearance of ownership as the bastard gazed at his surroundings.

He could not, he must not, inherit.

Rainforde had taken pains to obtain regular reports of the bastard’s doings, all of which spoke of a life of gambling, whoring and unethical dealings; in particular card manipulating, viciousness and murder. He had killed one man who, he claimed, had been attempting to rob him, and was involved in the death of two others, whose purses were not found upon their bodies. In all, an obviously bad lot.

He turned at a knock on the door of his study and observed that Josiah Smith, his major domo, appeared disturbed.

‘My pardon, your Lordship, a visitor: Silas Rainforde.’

Rainforde was shocked; the bastard had had the temerity to visit uninvited!

‘Where is he?’

‘In the library, my Lord.’

Rainforde tried to collect his thoughts as he descended the ornate circular staircase, stepping on marble brought at great expense by his ancestors from the famous quarries of Carrara in Italy.

His ire increased on entering the library. The bastard, now a man of twenty-six, nearing six feet tall, and with the slim figure of a young wench, almost pitch black hair, and the swarthy complexion of his mother’s tribe, had helped himself from the decanter of vintage brandy and stood with one hand resting insolently on the antique credenza, and the other lifting the crystal tumbler to his lips, which curled with disdain as he offered, ‘God’s teeth, Uncle! You astound me with your negligence. How remiss of you to lose both your brat and your milch-cow at one fell stroke. What will you do now, an old man with so little time left?’

Rainforde tried to control the tremble in his voice as he replied, ‘You are not welcome in this house. You come uninvited and expect me to receive you as a guest?’

Silas laughed aloud, ‘Guest, Uncle? No, indeed not. As your rightful heir, of course. We need to discuss arrangements for the transfer of the estate.’

Rainforde’s breathing became harsh with anger, as he gritted out, ‘Not as long as I have breath in my body.’

‘Which may well not be for much longer, Uncle.’ Silas drew a finger across his throat. The meaning was obvious.

‘You have the gall to threaten me, boy?’ The epithet was intentionally derogatory.

Silas Rainforde ignored it, smiling with his lips, but not with his eyes, ‘That is exactly what I was doing, Uncle. How clever of you to notice.’

Rainforde lost what little patience he had had, ‘Get out! Get out! Do not ever come here again!’

Silas laughed nonchalantly, ‘Oh, but I shall, Uncle, very soon, and when I do you will be in no fit state to welcome me.’

He drained the last contents of the glass and threw the vastly expensive crystal vessel into the stone fireplace, where it burst into smithereens, before sauntering casually from the room, leaving behind a man whose heart rate and blood pressure had both increased to dangerous levels.

As Rainforde tottered back unsteadily to his study, his mind whirling with black thoughts, he was unaware that Silas had not left the property, but had walked round to the servants’ quarters, where he spoke with a wench he had been surreptitiously grooming and bedding for some weeks, promising her that she would soon be the Lady of the Manor, with a life of unending luxury, if she merely did his simple bidding. The poor girl, believing herself to be in love, and ignorant of the ways of the world, and men such as Silas, could not know that her own life would be forfeit as soon as she had carried out his wishes.

A few words of instruction and a small vial of liquid were passed to her before the bastard left the property, grinning viciously.

Lord Henry Rainforde died a most painful death five days later.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Thomas learnt of the demise of his benefactor and mentor the day after the death, and hurried to the Manor to present his compliments to the new Lord Rainforde, worried that the agreement between the two families might not be understood by the new incumbent.

On entering the grounds, he came across the late Lord Rainforde’s factotum, Charles Gray, a man of some fifty years, who had been head of the estate staff for more than half that time, leaving the Manor grounds carrying a portmanteau containing his few worldly possessions. Across his forehead was an angry red weal from a blow with a riding crop, wielded without reason, as he was ordered loudly to leave the estate, when attempting to remonstrate with Silas, after one of the serving wenches had come to him with a story of vicious rape in the night.

Thomas, unknowing, greeted him with a smile, ‘Whither away in such haste, Charles?’

Gray surprised him with the vehemence of his reply, which sent Thomas’ heart down into his father’s boots, ‘That creature is the very devil; an ogre; a foul beast! He has not a vestige of decency or honesty! I wish you well, for you will need all of that and more, if you wish to do business with him.’

‘You are leaving?’

‘Aye! Sacked without reference, after a lifetime of service to the family.’

‘What of Josiah Smith?’

‘You may well ask. I received one blow, he has had many and will be shown the door very soon, no doubt. Poor man, he is near the end of his useful life, and can only end up in the poor house, where I may also well find myself. The wenches walk in terror, particularly those who are virgins. Silas Rainforde is a vicious predator, totally without conscience.’

Thomas took his leave of the unfortunate man, and with his hopes in tatters, continued along the half-mile, tree-lined drive to the Manor.

A wench with red-rimmed eyes met him at the door and took him to the library, where he was announced and entered, for his hand to be taken by a smiling Silas, who strode across the room to greet him, and astonished Thomas by appearing to accept him as an equal.

‘Thomas Walsh, yes. I have heard much about you and your innovations. You have wondrously improved the lot of the farmers hereabouts, I hear. Well done, indeed. We shall indubitably be very good neighbours.’

Thomas was impressed with Rainforde’s knowledge of his doings, ‘My condolences on your loss, My Lord.’

‘Yes, a sad event, and my Uncle appeared to be in such rude health. I feel that the loss of his young wife was the cause of his sudden demise. He was truly endeared of her. Now, what did you wish to discuss with me?’

Thomas explained the importance of the coming Michaelmas and the ramifications of the return of the deed and the yearly payment, Silas Rainforde nodding the while.

Thomas did not see the avaricious look, quickly concealed, that crossed Rainforde’s face when he related the details of the land deed he hoped to regain. It was news to the usurper, but news he intended to make good use of. Land equated to wealth, and there was no way he was going to allow it to go out of his hands if he could help it.

When Thomas finished speaking, Rainforde assured him, ‘That seems straightforward enough, Thomas. I shall need to confer with Smith, of course, who will have all the details and documents, but I am sure there will be no difficulty.’

Thomas’ fears were dispelled. He could not understand how this man before him, apparently the very soul of decency, saturnine in appearance though he might be, could in any way be the devil described by Charles Gray. He had no option but to accept him at face value, and was heartened once more as he took his leave by Rainforde’s final words, ‘You must leave it to me, Thomas, and all will be well. Go with God.’

Despite Silas Rainforde’s assurances, however, Thomas was on tenterhooks during the final weeks leading up to Michaelmas. So much hung in the balance. The animals were out to grass, and needed little attention, and the other tasks were pleasant, mainly the chopping of wood for the winter fires, the salting down of meat, and the repair of fences. What he was not aware of was Martha’s quiet introspection.

Two weeks before Michaelmas, at just after two in the morning, they were awakened by a fearful banging on their door.

Thomas rose, and on opening the door had a fainting female body fall into his arms.

He lifted her and took her through to the bedroom, where Martha had lit a lamp, and as he sat her down on the bed saw that the nightdress the woman wore was torn and bloodied. He vaguely recognised her as having been the personal maid to Lady Mary Rainforde before her demise. The woman’s nose had been broken, and with his male lack of appreciation of the situation, he assumed that the blood came from that organ. Martha had taken one look and knew otherwise. 

Thomas told her, ‘She is called Elizabeth Fryer, from the Manor.’ 

Martha told him to go to the kitchen and heat water, which he was to bring back with a clean cloth.

She laid the woman, who had fainted away, on the bed, and lifted the skirt of her nightdress. What she saw appalled her. 

The insides of the woman’s legs were black and blue and covered with blood, which was still oozing from her vagina. Five large tears in the skin around it told their tale, and when Martha gently inserted her fingers she could see that the damage extended to the walls, which were torn as far as she could see into it. Had the woman been mounted by a stallion the damage could hardly have been worse.
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