
        
            
                
            
        

    
Bow Street’s Principal Officer by Karen Blayne

 

Harriet sat with her cousin in the elegant London drawing room.  “I’ll give
him to the start of the next season then I’m giving up on him.”  There was
no need to say whom she meant. 

 

Max strolled down to his village.  It seemed strange to him that he owned
the entire village but it had come with the estate.  He took an interest in the
village school, he’d found a couple of last year’s crop of leavers to be bright
enough for an apprenticeship in his mill and hopefully this year might
produce a couple more.  “So what have you got for me?”  He asked the
schoolteacher as the children played in the playground.  “Tom and Alfred I
think would do well but I’m concerned about Alice whose brighter.  She’s
fourteen next month so will be leaving us but she’s too bright to be married
young and since her mother has just had another child I can’t see any other
option for her.”  “Well an apprenticeship at the mill won’t do even if she is
bright.  I might find her something up at the house I expect.  Tell her to
come and see the housekeeper when she leaves school and I’ll have a word
beforehand.”

 

“Mrs. Mills I’d like you to consider hiring Alice when she leaves school.” 
“Certainly sir.”  As Mrs. Mills said to Henri later “I don’t really have any
choice when he suggests like that do I?”  “No Mrs. Mills but what’s the
problem?”  “She’s bright, and you know how disruptive a bright maid can be
questioning things.  I’ve got my staff organised the way I want them thank
you very much and I can do without new ideas.”  “You could start her off
with me in the kitchen and see how she fits in?”  “That’s very kind of you.”

 

Alice started off in the kitchen.  Spreading a little flour in the bottom of the
oven to see if it was the right temperature.  “Now if it turns black, it’s the
right temperature for cooking at a moderate heat.”  “My mum holds her arm
in the oven and counts how long she can hold it in for.”  “That works but you
can get burnt very easily.  If we want to get more precise then you can use
a strip of paper and see how longs it takes to brown, but paper is expensive
so I only use it when we need a hot oven.”  She wrote down the steps used
to prepare each dish in a small notebook.  Soon she could prepare several by
herself without supervision.

 

Gradually Mrs. Mills relaxed and allowed her to fill in for other members of
staff on their half days and soon she was an integral part of the house,
trusted to perform duties without close supervision.    Max requested that
she be allowed to tidy the library as she could be trusted to shelve the books
back in the right place which became her niche.  Alice would pick up a book
to dust then sneak into an armchair to have a short read which broadened
her education.  Max broadened it even more by asking her to read the
weekly newspaper aloud to him in the evening then discussing the events of
the week.

 

When tidying up Max’s office, she glanced through the steward’s ledger
which he’d left for inspection.  That was odd, the price her brother had been
paid for roofing one of the cottages was a third the price listed in the ledger. 
A few discrete questions and she’d made a note of twenty-three minor
discrepancies in the ledger all in the steward’s favour.  A few mornings later
she was asked to carry Max’s mug of coffee up to his room and light his fire. 
She carefully lit a taper from the kitchen fire and used to light a candle. 
Then she carried the candle in a candle holder on a tray with the mug and a
taper up to his room.

 

“Good morning sir.” She cheerfully greeted the mound under the blankets. 
She placed the mug on his bedside table then moved to the fireplace where
she lit the taper from the candle then the kindling in the fireplace before
snuffing the candle out.  She watched a hand sneak out from under the
covers and the mug disappear back under them.  Eventually the mug
appeared again followed by a bleary eye.  “Well what are you after?” “Who
me sir?”  She tried to answer innocently.  “You my dear.  Why are you still
here when there is a nice warm kitchen downstairs to sit in or even the
library would be warmer.”  “I looked through the steward’s books.”  “Oh
dear robbing me is he?”  The blanket’s lifted up “Hop under, it’s far too cold
in this room before the fire has caught.”  She slid under the blankets and
snuggled up to him.  “I’m not sure I want to hear this but tell me what he
has supposed to have done.  Forgot to have some roofs replaced but entered
them in the ledger?”  “Not quite, but the amount entered is three times what
he paid for the work.”  “Just once?”  “I’ve spotted twenty three times so far.” 
“Don’t look any more. And don’t say a word to anyone.”  “But he’s been
dishonest.”  “True but he’s the fourth son of a title and to accuse him would
be besmirching a gentleman’s name which is a serious matter.”

 

“I can’t see the local magistrate wading through the books or his constable. 
I can’t fire him without cause or that would upset his dad but I can’t let him
get away with it either and to cap it all I’d need to pay for the prosecution
since it would need a lawyer to do it.  Even then a few good character
references and he’d walk free.”  “Can’t you do anything?”  “Bow Street have
the experience to be able to investigate.  They couldn’t arrest him, that
would need a warrant from the local magistrate and they’d need to be sworn
in as a special constable.  Mind you there is a cost.  A guinea a day for their
trouble, fourteen shillings a day for their living expenses and travel.  They
like to travel by yellow boy and that’s twenty pounds from London and
twenty pounds back, although they might take the mail coach on
sufferance.”

 

“You mean I shouldn’t have mentioned it?  He’s above the law?” 
“Realistically yes but I don’t like what he’s done so to discourage anyone
else we’d best get Bow Street in.  One of their Principal Officers rather than
a controller or a constable but since we’re dealing with a gentleman we need
to be especially careful so we’ll need two.  Mind you if they have no one
available they have been known to send the gaoler or even one of their
messengers or runners.  Still I need to lock away his ledgers in the safe and
we need to get to Bow Street.”  “And if you send a groom or write a letter
everyone will know.”  “I could just roll over and pretend you didn’t tell me.” 
“But you won’t.”  “Come and give me a hug, then I’ll get up.”

 

Max frowned at the footman serving his breakfast.  He stabbed the black
pudding with his fork and held it up for inspection.  “Get Henri up here
immediately.”  He growled.  The footman ran to do as he bid.  Henri arrived
shortly afterwards.  “Close the door.”  “The problem?”  “I need to send Alice
to London to call in Bow Street discreetly.”  “The steward no doubt?”  “Does
everyone round here except me know what is going on?”  “I’ve had my
suspicions but nothing concrete.  Well you can’t just send her that’s for sure. 
Mrs. Mills would have to send her.  Now how can we arrange that.  I know
throw a dinner party next week.  That’ll mean we need all the footmen so
they can’t be spared.  I’ll need a new set of knives I think so it has to be
someone who can read and write and ideally can tell one end of a knife from
another.  She’ll need an escort so a groom with a team of shall we say six
carriage horses being sent for sale in London?”  “What would I do without
you Henri?”  “You’d have burnt black pudding for a start.”  “We’ll do it.”

 

Henri spoke to Mr. Follett, the butler.  “Himself wants a dinner party next
week and I need a set of knives from London so someone will have to go
down to London for them.”  “Can’t you write?”  “Best if someone who can
read and write goes in person who knows one end of a knife from another.” 
“A groom?”  “Would you trust a groom with such a delicate task?  And how
many can read and write?”  “I’ll speak to Mrs. Mills.  I’m sure we can find
someone.”  He spoke to Max first “Do we really need to send someone down
to London to buy some knives?”  “I wouldn’t have thought so can’t we buy
some locally?”  “Henri says not.”  “Send a footman or someone down then.” 
“Thank you sir.”

 

Mr. Follett and Mrs. Mills sat down and discussed the matter.  “If we left it
until after the dinner party?”  “Henri thinks it’s urgent.”  “One of your
footmen?”  “That might leave us shorthanded for the dinner party.”  That
wasn’t acceptable.  Max might not mind being served by a maid but Follett
had his standards to uphold.  “Alice?  She’s worked in the kitchens with
Henri and knows what to look for.”  “It’s a long way for a young girl by
herself.”  “Plus it might be seen as favouritism.  A trip to London isn’t to be
sniffed at.”   “Saunders mentioned he was sending a team of six carriage
horses to London.  He’d need to send two grooms for that many.”  “Or one
and Alice.”  “There’s not many who would think riding a carriage horse and
having two others on leading reins to London would be a treat.”  “Especially
if it rains.”  “And it does look cloudy.”  “I’ll arrange it then and tell her the
good news.”

 

“Alice, Dobbs is sending a groom and six carriage horses down to London so
you are to help him by riding one and leading two.  Henri wants a set of
knives picking up as well as soon as can be so see what he wants and where
from then you can set off this afternoon.”  Alice blinked “Yes Mrs. Mills.”  She
went and saw Henri first.  “Right the instructions for the knives together with
the address are in the oilskin bag.  Max mentioned some letters for you as
well including one for Miss Harriet Bolt whom you are to stay with are in the
bag.”  She left to see Dobbs.  “I’ve never ridden before.”  “You’ll do well
enough just walk the horses steadily.  There’s a pair of breeches in the first
box you’ll find them easier than a skirt for riding in and I’d wear a cape since
it looks like rain.”

 

Tom had the horses gathered together.  “Let’s mount you up.  Stand on the
block and I’ll bring the gentlest one to you.”  He checked the girth then Alice
stood then put her leg over.  Tom shortened the straps and looked satisfied. 
Alice thought it was along way down.  “Now then take the lead reins in your
left hand and just relax.  Your horse has done this before and knows what to
do.  You’re along for the ride.”  He passed her the lead reins before
mounting and gathering up his spare pair.  “Walk on.”  He commanded and
his horse walked forward out of the yard leading a pair.  Alice’s horse turned
his head in the direction the others had taken and giving up waiting for Alice
to give him a command, he started up following Tom, the other pair tucked
in behind, after a mile or two Tom slowed down.  “Getting the hang of it are
you?”  Alice grimaced in the drizzle and her horse snorted.  “Only another
two days in the saddle, after lunch we’ll try a trot.” 

 

They stopped at an inn.  Tom walked in first, “Two rooms.”  “We’re
respectable house.”  “Glad to hear it.  Oh the girl you mean I’m taking a
team of six carriage horses down to London Town and she’d leading three so
think of her as a groom more than a girl.”  The landlady shook her head.  “I
don’t know why they can’t employ a few more men.”  Alice looked up and
said with feeling “I don’t either.  Have you ever ridden a horse for hours? 
And it’s not as if they pay me a groom’s wage.”  Tom grinned and the
landlady asked sympathetically “Like a soak in a hot bath?”  “Yes please.” 
“You can put it on the bill.” commented Tom dryly.

 

They dined together in the common room.  “You did well today.  I was
expecting you to fall off once or twice.”  “So was I.  Do people really ride
horses for pleasure?”  “Nowt as queer as folk they say.”

 

The next day they switched mounts and Alice found the horse she was riding
was slightly different and sought out another carrot to the one that Tom had
handed her to make friends with.  “I thought one horse was much the same
as another?”  “No they’re all a little different with different personalities. 
Touch is named because of his habit of reaching out and touching you to
remind you about a treat.”

 

On the second night the inn was a bit more welcoming and they arose early
to set off.  A carriage drew up and demanded a change.  “I’ve nothing left at
the moment.”  “Where’s the nearest inn I can get horses?”  “Back about five
miles.  Going towards London it’s ten.”  A head poked out of the carriage
door.  “What about that team over there?”  And a hand pointed towards Alice
and Tom.  “I’m to lead these into London for sale madam.”  “Coachman!” 
The coachman clambered down and put his head in the door.  There was a
whispered conference and then he came over to Tom.  “Are they fresh
enough to make the thirty miles to London without a change?”  “If you don’t
push them too hard.”  “How much are you expecting to get?”  Tom replied
an amount and was offered ten pounds more on the spot.  “Be a draft mind.” 
Tom looked at the crested carriage.  “I reckon you’re good for it but we’ll
want a ride to London and I suppose I’d better show you how they work best
as a team.”

 

Tom sat next to the coachman and explained how the team worked best. 
Alice sat on a perch at the back and eventually they were dropped off at
Harriet’s home and they tapped on the kitchen door after leaving their
saddles in the stables.

 

Alice introduced herself and said she had a letter from Max for Harriet.  The
housekeeper was sent for.  The fact that it was from Max tipped the balance
between being delivered immediately and being placed with the other mail.
She delivered the letter on a silver plate to Harriet with the words “A person
arrived at the kitchen door with this missive.”  Harriet broke the seal and
read the letter.  “I’d better see her.”  She took in the unspoken not fit for the
drawing room look from the housekeeper. “The small estate office?”

 

Alice curtsied to Harriet.  Interesting this was the infamous Alice whom Max
often mentioned in his letters to her.  She looked intelligent, was pretty and
well spoken.  Now what was Max up too?  She read the letter once more. 
Oh dear he wasn’t thinking of bringing in Bow Street was he?  Judith’s pater
would not be pleased.  Now how could this be best handled?  She asked how
Max was and detected a note in Alice’s voice that showed she was far too
interested in him.  Well that had to be stopped but how?  She rang for her
maid.  “Take a look at Alice could she be cleaned up enough to take to Lady
Barnet’s ball this evening?”  Maria inspected Alice’s hands carefully.  Then
walked round her.  “In the light blue?  She’s close enough in size we could
bring in a seam or two.”  “Slippers?”  A sheet of paper was found and Alice’s
feet were drawn round.  Then Maria had her try on her own shoes which
were found to fit or close enough.  “Food, rest, dress then off?  I think Fanny
could maid her?”  Harriet nodded her agreement then addressed Alice. 
“We’ll visit Bow Street now and there are some knives to purchase I
understand?”  She sent off a quick note to Dudley to be in attendance at the
ball whilst they waited for a carriage to be brought round.

 

When they arrived at Bow Street Alice spoke to the magistrate.  “I can spare
you a principal officer as is requested but in this case I’d recommend taking
another officer along.  One of the conductors would be useful as a second
pair of eyes.  There is an expense of course.”  Alice stated that Max had
assured her the expense would be met and pulled out a purse of thirty
guineas as an act of good faith.  “I’ll have them set off in a chaise tomorrow
morning.”  “I’m taking the family coach there anyway so I could take them
with me.”  Suggested Harriet.  “Fair enough.  Save chaise fees and they
aren’t to be sniffed at.”  “I’ll await them at my home first thing.”  After
collecting Henri’s knives they quickly returned home and Harriet told her
long-suffering cousin who acted as chaperon they would be leaving for the
country first thing in the morning. 

 

After ensuring Harriet was dressed for the ball Maria climbed into the small
travelling coach filled with trunks of gowns etc. for both Harriet and her
cousin that an extended visit to Max would require.  The two saddles were
lashed on the back. 

 

That evening Alice tagged along with Harriet to a London Ball.  “Now try to
look as if this is a normal everyday occurrence.”  “You mean not gawp at
everything in sight?”  “Exactly.”  Once at the ball Harriet sent Alice off on to
the dance floor with Dudley whilst she talked to Judith.  “Remember the
Baron’s fourth son who is working as a steward?”  “How could I forget him? 
What mischief is he up to now?”  “He’s suspected of cooking the books and
Max will be bringing in Bow Street more I think as a deterrent to others than
the hope of recovering the funds.”  “Pater will not be pleased.  Can you talk
him out of it?”  “Max is a businessman who can be stubborn at times.” 
“Thank you for the warning.”

 

When Dudley returned Alice to her Hugh arrived and swooped Alice off onto
the floor.  “So any dowery?”  “No but after the ceremony I’ll find you a
wedding present of six thousand pounds, I think that should do to sort your
estate out.”  “So no dowery apart from me?  I think it might be worth my
while to get to know her.  What’s the catch?”  “I’m not sure if Max is
interested in her but once she’s married he won’t be.”  “And you’re
interested in Max?”  Harriet smiled sweetly at him and quietly passed him a
roll of flimsies from her bag.  “Tuck it in your inside pocket.  There’s a
hundred there to help with incidentals now don’t let me down.”  Dudley
quietly arranged that Alice would have partners for most of the evening and
the odd dance she sat out he sat with her entertaining her with tales of the
dancers on the floor.  Alice was relaxed since unlike the debutants who knew
their lives could be changed by making a good impression and hence were
tense so would be partners were attracted easily.  

 

At supper she and Dudley sat at a table with Harriet and Lord Terrell.  “So
my dear when will you marry me?”  “Just as soon as your finances are
respectable.”  Lord Terrell frowned “They’d be respectable if you married
me.”  “I’ve always thought that the man should have more money than the
woman.”  “Good grief with your fortune I can’t see you ever marrying.” 
Alice looked on curiously at this exchange.  “Terrell needs a heiress same as
I do really.  The difference is his estate is larger and he has a title.  Mine is
smaller and I don’t have a title.  So he’ll probably find his heiress but I doubt
if I’ll find one that will have me but you never know my handsome face may
attract someone.”  He pulled a face and Alice giggled.  Lord Terrell turned to
Alice “I don’t suppose you’re a rich heiress with a fortune in disguise are
you?”  “Well if you count two shillings and tuppence as a fortune yes,
otherwise I’m sorry but no.”  Harriet waved to a pair of debutants who were
stood together “Come and join us.”  “Two heiresses as requested sirs.”  She
remarked more quietly.  “Now then Lord Terrell I’d like to introduce you to
Miss Henthorn and Miss Holt.  Dudley Entwistle is the other gentleman here. 
Alice Greenwood is my guest for a few days.  Neither gentlemen has money
but at least Lord Terrell has a title and a run down estate.”

 

Alice watched fascinated as both girls sort to gain Lord Terrell’s attention. 
Harriet turned back to Dudley “You’ll have to make do with us I’m afraid. 
Now Alice whilst you’re here have you thought about some sightseeing?  A
visit to the theatre perhaps? The family box is free tomorrow night and
Fanny could chaperon you but you’d need a male escort?”  She glanced at
Dudley as did Alice.  “But he’d have to be handsome enough.”  Both she and
Dudley grinned at each other at their in joke.

 

The next morning Fanny helped Harriet dress and attended her and Alice
over breakfast. “Alice I suggest you stay in London as my guest Fanny will
look after you after all Dudley will be taking you to the theatre this evening.” 
Alice had looked undecided but the idea of visiting the theatre was enough to
sway her.

 

Collecting the two Bow Street investigating officers from the kitchen Harriet
and her sleepy chaperon set off.  The two Bow Street gentlemen sat with
their backs to the horses, one looked grumpy.  “Don’t mind him.  He’s used
to the forward seats in a chaise.  George you’ll just have to rough it this
trip.”  “Well we will as well.  Travelling without a maid I’m not sure I can do
it?”  “You’ll manage if we stop at the Red Lion, they’ll find you someone.” 
Harriet blinked the Red Lion was not the cheapest inn on the highway and it
sounded as if these two gentlemen stopped there regularly.  “They’ll look
after us fine.”  The other perked up “You never know we might get held up
by highway men.”  “Ignore him.  He’s only after the reward.”  “Reward?” 
“Often there is a reward for a conviction and they can add up.”  Harriet
entered the conversation.  “I heard that only Bow Street Principal Officers
protect the king?”  “Well the inner circle if you will.”  “What else have you
done?”  “The wife who couldn’t read?”  The conductor suggested.  “Ah yes,
in one of my cases we had a suspect for a murder but no weapon.  Our
suspect wrote a letter to his wife telling her where he had hidden it in order
for her to dispose of it more throughly.  That was fine except his wife
couldn’t read so gave the letter to her landlady to read to her and the game
was up.”  “Surely he must have known if she could read or not?”  Exclaimed
Harriet “Apparently not.  Now then how about that one of yours when you
had a bit of luck.  The one with the lead ball and you matching it.”  “Ah yes,
we were lucky on that one.  We dug a lead ball out of the corpse and noticed
a niche in the side.  I searched the suspect’s house and was lucky enough to
find three matching lead balls and the cast that made them.  The suspect
confessed, case closed.”  “The lucrative ones are the forged currency ones. 
Sam got a pension from a foreign government for his work on that one.” 
“The banks and insurance companies are fairly steady as well.”  “Gives me
the creeps to think about looking after a coach full of coins. Still we did it
and no one the wiser.”  “George, being able to speak French, has done a
couple of trips across the channel to bring someone back to face trial.”   

 

“So you get the more interesting cases then?”  “If the client has money then
we can often get a result when the local constable might not.  Remember
most only work part time.  Sometimes it’s going undercover, the local
constable would be known to many.  Sometimes it’s getting a conviction
when local sentiment might make it difficult for the constable.  Sometimes
like this one it’s more to gather evidence to make a solid case that can’t be
overturned.”  “We have the experience to draw on and often the fact that
we’ve been brought in is enough to deter people.”  “How did you start?” 
“Well I was a costermonger but thought to join the constables at Bow Street
when an opening occurred.  Then over time I became first a conductor, in
charge of a group of constables and eventually a principal officer.”

 

After breakfast Fanny sent a note round to Dudley reminding him there was
a light carriage sitting in the stables that was available should he wish to
take Alice for a drive.  To Alice she suggested looking through a few cast off
dresses.  “They’re last seasons mind but good quality.”  Thirty minutes later
Dudley was at the door.  A groom held the horses and yes Alice accompanied
by Fanny would be delighted to see the sights dressed in one of the cast off
dresses quickly modified with a few tucks and a stitch or two.  Fanny was
delighted to get out of the house and away from her usual tasks.  “Now what
would you like to see first?”  “I think just a general ride round to get an idea
of just how big London is.”  Dudley took them through the parks and then
down to the river and the docks.  Alice looked over the masts “I hadn’t
realised there were so many ships.”  “She ought to visit the shops.”

Alice and Fanny marvelled at the fabrics on display in Oxford Street. 
“Everyone in England must come here for their shopping to make it worth
the shopkeepers worth to have so much in stock.”  “And from elsewhere.” 
There is just so much choice.”  “But better prices at the street markets.” 
Added Fanny.

 

The visit to the theatre was well received, Fanny saying the view from the
box was so much better than the gallery which was the only place she been
before.  “I think you should take us to one or even two other plays.”  A
sentiment that Alice agreed with wholeheartedly, the following day Dudley
took her for a walk in the park, Fanny trailed along behind them to give
them some privacy.  “So what’s happening?  Why are you being so
attentive?  I could understand it if I had a dowery of a few thousand but I
haven’t and let’s get something very straight you aren’t bedding me without
the benefit of a wedding ring.  You don’t have time to spend with me if you
are to find a heiress.”  Dudley hummed for a moment or two.  “Best tell you
I suppose.  You aren’t a heiress but if we marry Harriet has promised us a
wedding present of six thousand pounds which, if used carefully, can bring
the estate back up to scratch.”  “Max.”  “Sorry?”  “She’s after Max and thinks
with me married off to you she stands a better chance.”  She stopped and
looked at him.  “You have a run down estate?”  “Yes.”  “Well then we’d best
be fast for if she gets an offer out of Max she might change her mind and if
she senses he might not offer she might change her mind.”  “So you’re
happy to marry me?”  She lent across and kissed him in the park.  

 

Fanny came rushing up to caution them but caught sight of their glowing
faces.  “He hasn’t, has he?”  “He has indeed and I’ve accepted.  Now how
quickly can we be wed?”  “A special licence?”  “We’ll need my dad’s
permission so I think a letter to Max and ask him to ask Mrs. Mills to arrange
the banns to be read and let my parents know.”  “A letter to your parents
would be faster?”  “They never receive any letters so never go to the
receiving office.  Someone might mention it to them on Sunday when they
go to church but even then they might not want to pay the postage.  Max is
better, Mr. Follett will pay the postage and Mrs. Mills will be happy to see me
go.”  “Don’t you get on?”  “We get on all right but I don’t fit in the staff
hierarchy well.”

 

They returned to the house and Harriet wrote a letter to Max saying she’d
accepted Dudley’s offer of marriage and could someone speak to her parents
and ask for the banns to be read.  The letter was dispatched by a footman 
and the three of them sat down in the drawing room to draw up their plans. 
“So you can either spend time in London then go back shortly before the
wedding or travel back separately or together.”  “Together.”  Said Alice
decidedly.  “Since you’re marrying gentry have you thought about having
your own maid?”  Asked Fanny pointedly.  “You’d be stuck in the country.” 
“I’m a country girl at heart and I’ve spent enough time in London.  Besides
being a lady’s maid will be a promotion for me.”  They spoke to Tom and
decided that since they’d need a wagon for the estate they’d buy a used one
in London and Tom would drive them back.  Dudley thought a delivery van
with a roof would be more practical if it rained.  Tom thought an open farm
wagon offered more value for the money.  Dudley flipped a coin and the
delivery van won. “Besides it will take a pair so we’ll travel faster.”  When
Alice saw the size of the van she thought they might as well stock up with a
few things from the London markets so Dudley brought forth some of the
money that Harriet had passed him.  “Best carry coins in the markets they
may not accept paper money.”

 

It was late when Harriet’s coach reached the Red Lion.  George was
recognised and as he had foreseen a lady’s maid was made available to see
to the two ladies comfort.  They set off early the next morning and after a
long day arrived at the manor house.  “You didn’t really expect me to miss
out on all the fun did you?  Alice will be along sometime.  I left her in London
soaking up the attentions of an admirer.  Somewhere I have a set of knives
for Henri by the way.”  Mrs. Mills recognising a potential new mistress fussed
over Harriet and her chaperon and the two Bow Street investigators were
shown to guest rooms and a footman assigned to assist them.  A groom was
sent to the local magistrate inviting him and his wife to dinner that evening. 
Maria turned up shortly afterwards in the small carriage and so was able to
ensure both Harriet and her cousin were dressed to their normal high
standard for dinner.

 

Over dinner Max introduced the two men from Bow Street.  George
suggested the first order of business would be for the local magistrate to
swear both himself and Sandy as special constables.  “But no arrests without
a warrant from myself for I’ll want to hear the evidence first.”  Both George
and Sandy were agreeable to this.

 

“I’ve asked for their specialist assistance as I suspect fraud and it means
going through a number of ledgers and interviewing people to see what the
full extent is.”  “You don’t think it’s a simple book keeping error?”  “I’m not
sure, it could be but with twenty questionable lines in the ledgers identified
so far I’d prefer to have some outside expertise in examining the books.  If
they feel it’s just a couple of honest mistakes then fine but if they think it
isn’t then the matter will go further.  I’ll bring in a lawyer to handle the
prosecution as these cases can be complex.”

 

In their carriage on the way home the magistrate wasn’t terribly happy. 
“We’re talking about a younger son here.  His father won’t be happy to even
see him accused.”  “Well he hasn’t been accused yet has he and since Bow
Street is independent he can’t hold you responsible.”  The magistrate
cheered up at the thought.

 

The next day Max pulled out the ledgers and pointed out the entries.  “So
the first step will be to talk to the workmen who were paid to confirm the
amounts they were paid.  There’s no way looking at the ledgers to spot the
dodgy ones other than the cost being two or three times the amount
expected.”

 

Some workmen were happy to talk, others not so happy, since they would
depend on the steward for work in the future but eventually by the end of
the day they had gather sufficient evidence to warrant questioning the
steward in Max’s presence. 

 

Max asked his steward to attend him in the library.  “First let me introduce
these two gentlemen from Bow Street.  Now the first question Mr. Hargraves
could you tell us a little more about this entry here for reroofing a cottage?” 
“Well it’s as it says the cottage was reroofed and that’s what it cost.” 
“You’re quite certain the amount is correct.  The reason I ask is it seems
expensive.”  “Well that’s what I paid out.”

 

A carriage rolled up outside and a visitor stepped out.  Max paused the
questioning as the visitor was shown into the library.  “Hello Philip what sort
of mess are you in this time?”  He greeted the steward.  He looked at the
two Bow Street investigators “Bow Street?”  They nodded.  “And there is a
case?”  George nodded his agreement.  The visitor turned to Max “How
much?”  Max frowned “Five hundred enough?”  “To drop the investigation?” 
“Correct.”  “The problem is I’m in business so I need to deter people from
taking advantage.  If I drop the case, he goes free.  If I prosecute, he’ll
probably be transported.”  “Phillip will be travelling to America very shortly.” 
“I will?”  “Pater’s orders and I have two strong footmen along to help
persuade you on to the boat.  Your allowance will be continued in New York.” 
He turned back to Max “Five hundred and I’ll throw in a reward of fifty to the
Bow Street gentlemen and cover their cost.  You can keep any monies of
Philip’s over fifty pounds.  Just as long as the family name isn’t besmirched
in the courts.”

 

“If Philip is agreeable then I am too.”  “Do I have any choice when my own
family doesn’t believe I’m innocent.”  “There’s always choice, you could
stand trial.”  “Put like that New York sounds wonderful.”

 

Philip was escorted away by his brother and Max relaxed visibly.  “You don’t
mind not getting a conviction?”  He asked the investigators.  “I think it
turned out for the best even if he hasn’t been brought up before a
magistrate.  Sandy got some experience of investigating a fraud case and I
got a decent dinner or two out of it.  Your chef isn’t bad.”  “And that’s from
the man who has dined with royalty.”  “I’d best ask you to keep quiet then
before he is subject to a royal command to go and work in the royal
kitchens.”  He turned to Harriet “Are you intending to return with the Bow
Street officers?”  “I was hoping to rusticate in the country for a week or two
if you’ll have us?”  The two Bow Street officers were dispatched to the
nearest posting house to hire a chaise to return to London.  “You know
they’re quite civilised considering one started off as a costermonger.”

 

Max opened the letter Follett passed to him on a tray.  “Alice writes could I
arrange for the bans to be called and speak to her parents.”  Harriet looked
stunned “I didn’t think Dudley would have offered so soon.”  “Dudley?”  “Oh
just someone she met in London.” Harriet said in an offhand way that
aroused Max’s suspicions and Harriet’s cousin held a handkerchief to her
mouth.  “How did they meet then?”  “I introduced them at a ball.”  “Harriet,
you took my maid to a ball?  Now I wonder why?”  Harriet’s cousin stood and
walked to the door “I must just go and see Mrs. Mills about what we are
having for lunch.  Be good children whilst I’m gone.”  She closed the door
behind her then collapsed with laughter in the hall.  She noticed Follett
carrying a bottle of champagne up from the cellars.

 

Inside the drawing room Max continued “Alice writes quite pointedly that you
rejected an offer from Lord Terrell.  Is he in his dotage or some such?”  “No
he’s quite young and presentable.”  “But?”  “He has a run down estate.”  “No
that won’t do, with your money it won’t matter would it?  Could it be you
aren’t after a title after all?”  Harriet glared at him, how dense was he?  Or
worse was he enjoying putting her through the wringer?  “I take it Dudley
doesn’t have a title?”  He stepped closer and watched her face, “Possibly an
estate, run down one and you thought a generous wedding present would be
helpful?”  “Stop towering over me like this.”  “Easily rectified.”  He picked
her up as if she was a feather and carried her over to an armchair where he
sat down with her in his lap.  “You thought I might marry Alice?”  “It was a
possibility.”  “I suppose it was if you’d married Lord Terrell.”  “Good job I
refused him then.”  

 

“We could save some expense and get married in a double wedding with
Alice and Dudley?”  He kissed her gently.  “We could.”  “Do you need to
return to London for a trousseau?”  She wrinkled her nose “No need Maria
brought it all in the trunks.”  Then she realised what she’d said as he
laughed and hid her head in shame in his shoulder.  “I didn’t mean to say
that.”  He was kissing her better as her cousin returned.  “Follett is stood in
the hall with a bottle of champagne and a footman carrying a tray of glasses
for some reason.  Shall I ask him in or should I ask Max what his intentions
are?”  She asked archly.  “Follett send someone to the vicar and get the
banns read for myself and Harriet.  Also Alice and Dudley, his full name is in
the letter and you’d better let Alice’s parents know she desires to be wed to
some ramshackle person who owns an estate but I’m sure she’ll explain it all
when she arrives.”

 

The journey back took Alice and Tom as long as the journey to London had
taken.  The only difference was they could sleep in the covered van.  Well
the girls and Dudley slept inside and Tom slept under the van as he thought
it wasn’t fitting for him to sleep inside. 

 

Alice was surprised to be shown to a guest room by Mrs. Mills.  “Well you’re
gentry now or soon will be.  Your own maid as well I understand.  You’ve
come up in the world my girl and no mistake.”  Her parents were pleased to
see her and to meet her young man.  Alice was astounded when Max told
her it was to be a double wedding.  She was even more astounded when
leaving the wedding breakfast which they held on the lawn with a wedding
gift from Max.  There on the drive in front of the house was a farm wagon
with six large Shire horses harnessed up to it, the back seemed full of farm
implements.  Fanny sat grinning on the bench of the covered van holding the
reins.  Max passed her an envelope “A draft for six thousand pounds same as
Harriet has given Dudley.  After all if you hadn’t mentioned Lord Terrell’s
offer and refusal I might not have been married today.”
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