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Jack looked up as the coach sailed by.  A young girl was peering out of the window and for a moment they exchanged glances.  “It’s no good dreaming Jack me lad.  You and I just choose the wrong mum and dad.  Now Burt was telling me you had an idea about rearranging how we handle the drays that come into the yard.”  Fourteen year old Jack turned and started to explain his ideas a bit hesitantly at first but eventually his confidence grew as Mr. Holt nodded and expressed his view the ideas might even work.

Four years later Mr. Holt was sat mulling.  He’d had a few chest pains and been a bit breathless once or twice.  It was time to move on.  Time to pack in the mill.  One of his competitors had offered him a good price for it and he noticed another new mill was cutting costs.  The name of the mill was just “T” saved on paint when painting the name he supposed.  Still when all said and done the trick wasn’t making things it was getting them to market.  A nice little canal would do the trick and more to the point he wouldn’t have to be involved in the day to day management.  He’d send young Jack down to London to sort it all out.  A couple of letters sent beforehand to introduce him would do no harm. 

“Jack me lad I’ve decided to sell up but you’ll still be working for me have no fear.  I think there’s going to be too much competition and the amount of goods produced will outstrip what can be got to market so we’ll build a canal.  I haven’t the brass to pay for it all myself so you’ll be talking to people and raising some brass.  You’re to go to London and see a few contacts I know and see what you can do.  Oh and look out for anyone with experience building canals.”  He pulled forth a map with a sketched in canal.  “Right lad off you go.  Here’s a few coins to be getting on with and a letter for my London banker.” 

Jack wondered into the public bar and mentioned he had to go to London and had anyone any suggestions on the best way to get there.  

“Well lad if you don’t mind sitting on top and taking the reins once in a while Mr. Cronshaw is off down to London in the morning.  Be at the stables at daybreak.  Wrap up well mind you it can get a bit nippy on top.”

Next morning Jack was up at five having arranged a knocker-up to knocker on his window.  He carried a knapsack and a rug to wrap round his legs.  At the stables he helped harness the horses then clambered up on top where a shotgun was thrust in his hands.  “Any questions and you’re the guard right?”  Jack nodded.  They rolled round to the front door and Mr. Cronshaw climbed in together with his wife and daughter.

They took a break for lunch and when Mr. Cronshaw caught sight of Jack he asked  “Jack Butterworth isn’t it?  I thought you worked for Mr. Holt?”  “Aye it is and I do. He’s sending me down to London so I’m cadging a ride and acting as guard for you.”  “You’d best eat with us so I can find out what he’s up to.  I’d heard he’s selling up?”

They entered the inn together and seeing as they would have twenty minutes or so before the meal was cooked Caroline decided she’d like to explore the village.  “Right lad since you’re acting as guard you’d best escort her.”  Caroline pulled a face but the two set off down the lane and wandered off down an interesting looking footpath.  Ahead lay a puddle and Caroline looked at Jack.  He scooped her up and carried her over the puddle.  “You were supposed to put your cloak down so my shoes won’t get wet.”  “Sorry my name isn’t Sir Walter Raleigh and I don’t do knight in shining armour on Thursdays.”  He put her down gently thinking she was a nice armful.  She glowered at him then set off down the footpath picking a few wild flowers as she went. 

“Time we got back if you want lunch.”  Her nose wrinkled but she turned happily round.  When they go to the puddle she gave him a look but he just blandly picked her up and carried her over.

“How was your walk dear?”  Inquired her mother as they sat down to lunch.  “The walk was fine but some people aren’t gentlemen.”  Mr. Cronshaw sent an inquiring look to Jack.  “There was a puddle and I didn’t want to get my cloak wet.”  Mr. Cronshaw grinned “Poor puss still no doubt you’ll find lots of gallants once we get down south.  Now my lad what’s Mr. Holt up to?”  “He’s after brass to build a canal.”  “Well if he’s putting his own money in I can probably raise ten thousand.”  “That wouldn’t come from my dowry would it?”  “No puss and no more talk of dowries I don’t want anyone to know just how warm I am or we’ll be trampled with fortune hunters.”  “Best get in first.  Will you marry me?”  Blurted out Jack.  “Think carefully puss before you answer.  It would save me the cost of your come out and Jack’s not a bad lad after all.”  Caroline put her tongue out at both of them.  “Certainly not.” 

When they arrived in London Mr. Cronshaw invited Jack to stay with them and soon Maggie was showing him a guest room. “So I hear you proposed to Caroline?”  “It wasn’t serious and she rejected me.” “And Mr. Cronshaw still offered you a room?”  “I’ve been sent down to raise cash for a canal by Mr. Holt and Mr. Cronshaw is interested in investing.”  “Oh so not really a suitor at all?”  Maggie sounded disappointed.  “I need to rent or buy a house so I’ll have somewhere to entertain people over dinner before talking about the canal.”  “Brass?”  “I’ve enough.” 

Maggie spoke to the housekeeper and asked for permission to show Jack a house her brother was working on.  This being given she gathered up Jack and they walked to the house that her brother was helping to build.  There they found three houses that were partially built and one finished one.

“Mr. Davidson Jack is looking for house he can entertain in.”  “And you thought he might be interested in this one?”  “Well my brother did mention Lord Chant was to have purchased it but I heard he died last week and somehow I doubt his widow will be interested in his love nest.  That’s if his Lordship’s man of business thinks to mention it to her.” 

Mr. Davidson looked Jack over.  “He doesn’t look the type to have enough money to buy a house to me.”  “It wouldn’t cost you anything to let me look it over.”  “Aye true enough.”  Maggie led the way pointing out the house’s advantages and Jack could appreciate the quality of the work and the overall luxury of the house.  “Right let’s get down to brass tacks.  Interested and have you the brass?”  “Interested yes but I need to talk to the bank about the brass.”  “Right then we’ll go and talk to them.” 

Jack looked up at the imposing building that was the bank.  Well it looked solid enough.  They walked through the imposing entrance and were greeted by Mr. Cronshaw as he stepped out of the manager’s office.  “Jack, come to visit the bank have you?  Let me introduce you to the manager.  Mr. Bannerman meet Jack, Mr. Holt’s assistant who no doubt will no doubt wish to talk to you about Mr. Holt’s financial matters.”  Jack presented his letter of authorisation then asked if funds were available to buy a house.  “I’ll leave you to it.  Just tell Mr. Bannerman when and where you want the ten thousand for the canal and he’ll see to it.”  Mr. Bannerman’s eyebrows rose.  Jack looked far too young to be dealing with high finance.  Well you never know with a bit of expensive guidance from a banker things might work out.  “Come in gentlemen.”  Maggie slipped in behind and stood quietly at the back of the office. 

Mr. Bannerman quickly read through the letters.  “It all seems to be in order, now how much is the house?”  “How much is available?  I don’t want to tie up all the funds on one house.”  Mr. Bannerman quietly wrote a figure down and slid it across the desk.  The builder’s eyes opened wide.  “You could buy all four houses from me.”  “Now why would I want to do that?”  “Well the first house is surrounded by a building site so the price is lower than the following ones.  The next batch goes for slightly more and after that we start to make a profit.  Buy them from me with staged payments that means I can keep my workmen working all the time and lowers my costs.  I’ll keep an eye out for buyers and I’ll be happy to sell them on your behalf splitting the difference between what you’ll pay me and what they’ll sell for.  I’ll make my real money on the ones that follow on.” 

“Of course you’ll need staff to run the house.”  Jack looked at Maggie blankly.  “I do my own cooking and such.”  “Yes but if you’re entertaining you can’t do it all by yourself.”  “Volunteering are you?” “Well for only ten bob a week?”  “I know you’d be cheap at half the price.”  “Can you cook?”  “If you mean prepare a posh meal for a dozen to impress no.  You’ll need a chef for that and they’re thirty five to fifty pounds a year.”  “Bloody hell.  This entertainment stuff is expensive.  Still we need to do it I suppose.  How do we go about hiring a chef?”  “Leave it to me.”

Next morning Maggie dropped by a neighbour’s kitchen where she found Ellen just finishing up her preparations.  “My new gaffer needs a bit of advice about his kitchen.”  “And I’m to provide it for free?”  “Two florins for an hour of your time.”  “Let’s get going then.”

Ellen looked round the well planned kitchen.  “He wants to know if it work for preparing a meal for twelve?”  “Each day?”  “No just occasionally.”  Ellen inspected the very latest in ranges closely, then the pantries.

Jack came into the kitchen behind her.  “How much extra staff would you need?  I only need you to cook special meals occasionally and you’d have a free hand.”  Ellen looked at him.  “And where would these meals be served?”  Jack led the way to the empty dining room.  “It would need to be furnished properly.”  “Could you supervise that?  Forty three pounds a year?”

Ellen turned on Maggie.  “This never was about advising on the kitchen layout was it?”  Maggie tried to look innocent.  “You can choose your own staff.”  “And cook one experimental meal a week which you’ll eat?”

Jack grinned.  “Going to watch me then?”  Ellen relaxed and smiled at him.  She’d enjoy running her own kitchen.  “Start whenever you like.”  “I think I’ll need to give a week’s notice then I’ll start.”  “Good then that will give me time to buy a bed and some furniture for you.”  “Nonsense let her choose her own.  Take Maggie with you shopping when you have time.  Pick out your room first else Maggie will be after the best one.”

After Ellen left Jack sat nursing his mug of coffee.  “I know we’ve hired her but can she do the job?”  “Of course she can.  She’s a sous chef but no one ever hires a female chef or recognises their expertise so this is an opportunity for her.  You won’t regret hiring her.”

Ellen stood besides Jack at the counter of the wine merchants.  “Good morning sir and how can I help you this bright and sunny morning?”  “We need some wines for a dinner party.  Ellen knows best what we require.”

The salesman’s eyebrows raised.  “Certainly sir were you thinking of a red or white wine?”  “What vintages of Saint Emilion do you have?”  Ellen pronounced the name in a very French way.  The salesman looked towards Jack.  “A bottle is a little on the expensive side?”  “I dare say it is cheaper by the case?”  “Indeed sir.”  “Harry perhaps I can take over.”  Came a female voice from the back.

Soon Ellen was nattering away in French.  A bottle was opened and a small glass poured out which Ellen sipped.  Harry offered Jack a glass to sniff “I prefer ale myself but if Ellen is satisfied that’s good enough.”

They left after ordering five cases of wine and half a dozen bottles of vintage port.  Jack would never have dared pay so much himself but Ellen assured him it would be money well spent.

Next they visited a furniture warehouse where Ellen carefully chose furniture to enhance the dining room.  The drawing room was more problematic as Ellen wasn’t quite so enthusiastic.

Maggie and Jack worked together with an empathise on comfort.  The bedrooms were practically spartan, Jack’s in particular.  Ellen’s was rather elegant, Maggie’s at least was comfortable.

Jack entered Mr. Holt’s club and introduced himself to the doorman.  “Yes sir, if you’d just like to come and meet the club secretary.”  He was accepted and introduced to several members.  He was guided across to one corner where he was set upon by several of Mr. Holt’s acquaintances.  “So what’s he up to now?”  “We’ve heard tell he’s sold the mill so what’s he doing with the cash.  Not consoles I trust.”  “No, no he’s thinking of building a canal but needs investors.  If you want to hear more come to dinner next Thursday and I’ll explain it all to you.”

“Cooee, can Percy and I have a butchers round your house.  Percy’s thinking of buying the one next door for me.”

Jack felt a bit overwhelmed but Maggie caught his eye and ushered them in.  “Ellen has just lifted some croissants out of the oven if you and Percy would like to try one.  I can offer you tea or coffee.”  Percy grimaced, and Jack poured him a glass of vintage port.  Percy sniffed it then sipped it.  “Very nice where did you buy it?”  “I’m not certain, Ellen looks after such details.  I prefer a glass of ale myself.”

They both had a croissant, well Percy and Jack had two.  Ellen poked her head round the door.  “What’s the verdict then?  Oh sorry I hadn’t realised you had visitors.”  “I should introduce you.”  Jack paused realising he didn’t know his visitors’ names.  “Oh I’m Lil and this is Percy, or Lord Colborne as he’s sometimes known.”  “Ellen who rules the kitchen, Maggie who rules me and I’m Jack.”  “I’m interested in where you brought the port?”  “That old stuff, well I picked it up to keep Jack’s marks sweet when he tries to unload his canal shares on them.  If you’d like to buy some shares from him I’m sure I’ll remember the merchants name and which vintage it was.”  “Best put me down for five thousand then.”  Ellen scribbled down the details on a scrap of paper and passed them across.  “The croissants remind me of of ones I had in a small cafe on the banks of the Seine.”  “I thought I recognised you.  You were accompanied by a young lady with a large floppy hat.”  “Percy!”  “There there puss, it must have been twenty years ago, with my wife on our honeymoon.  They served a superb Boeuf Bourguignon.”  “My grandfather's personal recipe.  I have a copy and could prepare it for you.  I’m not overworked when Jack isn’t entertaining and could probably arrange a neat little dinner for the two of you occasionally.” 

Maggie dragged the couple off and showed them the house.  They didn’t seem to mind it wasn’t quite as tidy as it could have been.

“So Percy love will you buy me one?”  Percy frowned, “If it makes you happy my dear.”  Lil gave a little shiver of delight “And you can be sure I’ll be very appreciative.”  “Now would you like to visit the jewellers?”  “I wouldn’t mind half a dozen of them shares.”  “I’ll add to the total shall I?”  Slipped in Jack quickly and Percy nodded being in a good mood after the croissants and the promise of a Boeuf Bourguignon to come.”  

Lil, Kathy and Pam were sat round the table sipping tea after one of Ellen’s experiments.  “So these half dozen shares I’ve got are they any use apart from looking pretty?”  “Well when the canal is finished and boats are sailing on it the company makes money which is paid as a dividend to the shareholders.  In your case you have six fifty pound shares so I’d estimate a ten percent dividend or thirty pounds a year or perhaps a little more.  Didn’t you realise that before?”  “Naw, I just thought if Percy was buying them then they must be valuable.”  “Can anyone buy them?”  asked Kathy.  “If you have the money then I can sell you the shares but you ought to take advice to make sure I’m honest and won’t run off with the money.”

“Oh you’re safe enough.  In my line of business you get to sum people up pretty quickly and you pass the test.”  Another couple of thousand rolled into the coffers followed by even more when their keepers dropped by for a meal.  Jack was quite certain that Ellen was worth every penny of her pay. 

Finally he’d gathered up enough to build the canal using Mr. Holt’s estimate which included a generous amount for unforeseen happenings.  He spoke to the builder who lined up a buyer for his house.  He’d made a few hundred profit on the houses but the builder had done well as well.  He sat down with his staff in the kitchen.  “I’m selling up and moving into Mr. Holt’s house up north.  Would you like to move with me or would you prefer to have a reference and stay in London.  I think I have enough to complete the canal but until it’s done things might be a bit tight until the canal starts operating so I’ll be happy to pay you another ten pounds a year but you’ll need to wait until the money rolls in.”  Ellen and Maggie both decided they wanted to travel north.  The other staff preferred to stay in London. 

They travelled north by stage.  Ellen wasn’t very impressed with the food but Jack and Maggie just ate what was put in front of them.  As they travelled further north Ellen wondered if she’d made a mistake.  Would she be expected to cook over an open fire.  She asked Jack what was the house like and all Jack could tell her was Mr. Holt had decided to retire to the country so he was sure it would be comfortable.  At least he hoped it was.

Maggie was too busy making sure no one took advantage of Jack or at least no one but herself.  She had the odd guilty twinge about how much she was being paid but then rationalised it but thinking at least it was her and not someone else.

Maggie looked down at her list.  The next stop was theirs.  Jack looked round at the inn and asked the way to Mr. Holt’s house.  “Mr. Holt died a week ago, left everything to a Jack Butterworth.  That would be yourself?”  Jack admitted he was.  “I’ll have Bernie get the trap out and take you there.”  Bernie brought the trap round and loaded up their bags.  All except Ellen’s precious kitchen utensils which stayed at her feet.

The house was larger than he had expected.  Maggie wondered how many maids it would take to keep the house spotless.  Ellen worried about the kitchen.  They dismounted and Jack approached the front door.  A head popped out.  “Are you Jack?”  “Aye.”  “Samuel thought you’d turn up sometime.  You’d best come in out of the cold and get a warm drink inside you.  There’s fresh scones as well.  Do you want it in the kitchen or I could bring it through to the drawing room but at the moment there isn’t a lot of furniture in there.”  “The kitchen will do fine.”

Ellen looked over the kitchen.  The range was new and the room was a good size.  “There’s just me and hubby looking after the place.  I can cook simple meals but you’ll want to hire more staff no doubt.”

Ellen unpacked her knives into one of the many drawers.  “Brought your own cook with you?”  Ellen grimaced, and Jack stepped in quickly. “She’s just a genius in the kitchen.”

Ellen glanced in the pantry.  “I will prepare your evening meal.”  Maggie asked to see over the house and Jack tagged along.  “Mr. Holt died shortly after he moved in so he didn’t really have time to furnish the house.”  Maggie peered into one empty room after another.  Still they had four bedrooms with beds.  She wondered if Jack would say anything if Ellen and herself had a room each rather than sleep in the attics.

“Well I’ll be off back to hubby and the gatehouse.  I’ll see you in the morning.” 

Did any project ever finish on time?  The canal was taking longer to build than planned.  Things had a habit of turning up unexpectedly.  A middle aged maid stood in front of him.  “Mr. William Braithwaite died not two weeks past.”  “And?”  “His fifteen year old daughter has no access to money and I know he was talking to Mr. Holt about a canal before he died.”  Jack pulled out the ledgers.  “Well he’s heavily invested in the canal.”  “He was expecting some returns by now.”  “There’s been some setbacks building bridges and so forth but it should be completed in twelve months or so.”  “That’s not much good to Grace.  He sold the house and has been paying rent and there’s no money left to pay the rent.  He sold the estate as well and put in all in yon canal. So what’s to do?  What’s to become of her?  She’ll have to take a job as a governess I’m thinking if there’s nowt else.”  “There’d be talk if she came to live with me.”  “Not if she came as a governess.”  Pipped in Maggie.  “I’ve no children.”  “We could work on it.”  “They’d need to pop out at five years old and not take nine months about either.” 

“We can feed her and her maid and give them a roof over their head.”  “There’s a groom and a pair of riding horses as well.”  “Well we have stables, all we need is someone that needs teaching to read and write.”  “We’ve room for two more maids.”  Jack gave her a look.  “We needn’t pay them very much, food and shelter, teach them to read and write plus Ellen could teach them a few dishes and I could teach them to be maids.”  Jack thought for a moment or two.  “Pay at the end of a year less a spot of pin money?”  The middle aged maid looked thoughtful for a moment or two then nodded.  She looked round the house.  “You’ve practically no furniture so when we did a flit we could empty the house of furniture and bring it with us?  It’s good stuff and I’d hate to lose it.” 

“Who’s her guardian?”  “The lord of the manor.”  “We’d best let him know what we’re up to first.”  

Jack, Maggie and Esther went to seek an audience.  “So you see sir there’s no money available at present but there is a possibility of some later on when the canal is complete.”  “So the idea is tuck her away until she is of age and can take care of her own affairs.  Sounds sensible to me.  Anything I should be aware of?”  “There is Earnest, a second cousin, who might show an interest.  Mr. Braithwaite didn’t trust him.”  “Right I’ll put the word out to watch out for him.”

First Esther went round the village and settled all the accounts bar a farthing owing on each.  “I’m expecting a relative of Mr. Braithwaite shortly and he’s sure to pay off anything owing.”  “I think we can overlook a farthing.”  “I’d prefer it if you didn’t.”  “Right I’ll leave it on the books then.” 

Jack drove over with a farm wagon and with Henry’s help they loaded up the furniture.  It took three trips but soon the house was empty.  Grace looked round the empty home.  “Where exactly am I going to sleep tonight?”  “I’m not sure lass but we’re doing a midnight flit.”  Grace looked at Henry “You mean we can’t pay the rent?  But surely dad owned the house.”  “Well he did and he didn’t.  He sold it a year ago together with the estate and we’ve been renting ever since.  Basically according to Esther we’re out of money so it’s a midnight flit, or at least you and I will ride out after dark.”  “The furniture?”  “That’s flitted already.  Esther’s got it all in hand and they’ll be supper waiting at our new abode where you’ve a job as a governess or at least teaching someone to read and write.”  Grace shrugged “But I get to keep Rhea right?”  “You get to keep Rhea.” 

As darkness was descending Henry tied sacking over the Rhea and Toby’s hooves to muffle them.  They waited until darkness fell then led the horses out of the stable quietly before mounting them and riding slowly by moonlight they made their way to Jack’s abode where Esther was waiting for them.  “Right a hot dinner first then you can ask your questions.”

Grace was led to the dinning room where the rest were gathered round.  “First is Jack, he’s your employer, next is Maggie who seems to organise things around here.”  Esther continued round the table.  “Modesty and Nancy, whom you’ll be teaching to read and write.” 

A week later Grace peeped through the door as she put out a vase of flowers in the hall.  Jack was being crept up on by Modesty.  She bit her lip and waited to see what would happen next.  Modesty slipped round and plonked herself in Jack’s lap.  She tried hard to restrain herself as Jack parted his legs and she slipped down to the floor.  “Maggie!”  He called out, Grace retreated as Maggie came down the corridor and entered the room.  “Explain the facts of life to Modesty please.  I think I’ll go for a walk outside.”

Maggie asked Modesty if she liked having her own room and was the bed comfortable?  Food acceptable?  “Yes.”  “Happy with the training you’re getting.”  “Definitely.”   “Right then think carefully before trying to entice Jack again.”  “You mean I’ll be fired?”  “Without a reference as well.”  Modesty pouted “Best be good then hadn’t I?”

Grace bumped into Jack.  “I fancy a ride but Henry’s busy in the stables.”  “Think you could teach me to ride then?”  She tilted her head “I could try.”  Together they walked out to the stables.  Henry brought out their two horses.  “Jack’ll be on Toby no doubt?”  “Well there isn’t another horse in the stable.”  “True enough.”  He turned to Jack and looked him over.  “Grace thought she might give me a few lessons.” Henry sniffed. 

Toby ambled forward and Jack sat stiffly in the saddle.  “I take it you haven’t done much riding before?”  “Does it show this is my first time on the back of a horse?”  Grace grinned “I’d have never had guessed.”  Jack gave her a look.  “Have you been over the estate yet?”  Jack’s nose wrinkled.  “I was hoping it would run itself.  I think I’ve a steward somewhere.  He turned up when I first arrived but I couldn’t understand a word he said.”  “Let’s go and visit him and I’ll translate for you.”  “He’ll probably think not much of me for having an estate and not knowing much about it.”  “Let’s go and ask him.  What’s his name?”  Jack shrugged.

They found him at his cottage taking a morning break.  His horse tied up at the gate.  “Hello, I’m Grace and trying to show Jack round the estate but I’m certain you know more about it than I.”  He held his hand out “Wilds.”  “How long have you been steward Mr. Wilds?”  “Nigh on thirty years now.”  “It looks well maintained even if the cattle look a bit thin.”  “That was the owner before last.  He didn’t understand the land and brought the wrong breed of cattle.  At the moment I understand there’s no money?”

“If we can find a bob or two what would you do with it?”  Wilds looked up.  “Are you serious?”  “We should have funds in a year possibly two from the canal.”  “Well I haven’t collected the rents yet so those funds are available as well.”  “Rents?”  “You have tenant farmers who pay you rent each year.  Then you probably will have money come in at harvest time.”  “How much?”  “Depending on the weather a few thousand.  The other thought is you’re using Shires to pull wagons and stumps when building the canal.”  “Yes?”  “We have a number on the estate that can be spared except for harvest time and ploughing when it would be nice to borrow a few from the canal building.”   

“You’d best come up to the house then and explain it all to me.  I’ve funds set aside for next year but if we can use them on the estate and recoup the money at harvest time then that might work.”  Grace kept quiet as the two started to discuss things. 

Earnest heard the news through the grapevine.  His second cousin had died.  He seemed to remember his wife had died earlier but besides the estate there was a child who must be in need of his guidance.  Surely her nearest relative was the ideal person to look after the family interests.

He set off travelling by long wagon.  As he grew closer he left the long wagon and caught the mail for the last stage.  He thought that that would give the right impression.

He knocked on the door only to be answered by a footman.  “Grace if you please.  I’m her cousin.”  The footman peered down his nose.  “The only Grace we have here is the new skivvy and she isn’t allowed followers.”

“Grace Braithwaite, this was her father’s home and estate.”  “Well it isn’t any longer.  I’d inquire in the village if you want to find her.”  He closed the door firmly in his face.

Earnest stopped by the village store.  “Family you say?”  “I thought she might need some guidance with the estate.”  “Oh that got sold off some two years ago together with the house.  He was only renting when he died.  Now since you’re family I’m sure you won’t mind settling the outstanding balance on the account.”  Earnest retreated quickly and found his way into the pub.

“Stranger in these parts?”  “I’m Grace Braithwaite’s cousin.  I wondered where she’d got to.”  “Steve didn’t you say she did a midnight flit one night.”  “Aye she did at that.  All the furniture was carried out during the day.  Sold it for pittance would be my guess for she crept away during the night with not a word to anyone.  I heard every shopkeeper in the village has outstanding debts waiting to be paid off.  Still you’ll see to all that now won’t you.”  He called across to the landlord.  “Did Mr. Braithwaite pay his slate John?”  “Now you come to mention it I think it’s still outstanding.”  Earnest gulped his half pint down and made a rapid retreat out of the pub.  A stagecoach came lumbering up going in the right direction so he brought himself an outside ticket.

Inside the pub John, the landlord, announced “Pints all round I think.  The lord of the manor left some funds to pay for a round if we got rid of him.  Now what’ll you have?  A pint of brown ale for you Tom?” 

It was Ellen who discovered the local merchants would be happy to extend credit until the harvest came in.

Ellen walked down to the village and entered the seed merchants.  “What varieties of vegetables do you have?”  The seed merchant summed her up quickly.  A senior servant certainly.  He lifted down one of his ledgers and opened it before turning it around so she could read it.

“Truly you have all these?”  “Most I have in stock but I can order in any I haven’t.”  Ellen peeped in her purse just in case another coin or two had magically appeared.. “You’re from Mr. Holt’s house?”  “Yes.”  “I can put it on the slate and he can pay me at harvest time.”  “You would do this?”  “They might as well sit in your garden as on my shelf.”  Ellen shrugged “But I must still choose carefully as Henry doesn’t have a lot of time to spare from the horses to garden for me.”. 

The merchant went to the doorway.  “Ralph!” he cried.  Ralph came shuffling in.  “The lady needs a gardener.”  Ellen exclaimed “Well yes but I don’t think Jack has any money to pay him.”  “He’ll have a roof over his head and food in his belly?”  “Well yes.”  “Fair enough then Jack can find him some pay at harvest time.  Ralph was a gardener but joined the army and lost his job.  He’s a good lad and knows about greenhouses and forcing vegetables so they come early.”

Ellen wasn’t knowledgeable about kitchen gardens and greenhouses so it was Grace who talked to Ralph.  Together they walked through the greenhouses and looked over the cold frames.

Between them they decided that a small part of one greenhouse would be set aside for flowers but the rest would be used for Ellen’s seeds and if there was any space left over Ralph would plant seedlings that could be used on the estate as they would be in advance of those planted directly in the ground.  On her trips visiting round the estate Grace got to know who had green fingers and who did not.  Those that had green fingers were given the surplus seedlings.

“She’s at it again.”  “What’s she done now?”  “She’s rearranged the furniture.”  “Has he said anything?”  “I don’t think he’s even noticed.”

“You know I miss cooking for a formal dinner party.”  Ellen looked at Jack.  “You should give one, after all we have Grace’s dining room table and chairs.”  “Who would we invite and who would act as my hostess?  Don’t forget I’m trying not to set myself up as an eligible bachelor.”

“Well Maggie was saying that the neighbours are interested about the canal and you never know but they might have a few spare labourers we can call on or even a draft horse or two.”

“Mrs. Vaughan, the Colonel’s widow, seventy if she’s a day but gentry and she’d enjoy a good dinner.”  “Invite her over then.  Harry you’d best collect her and deliver her home afterwards in the gig.”

Mrs. Vaughan looked round in satisfaction at the drawing room.  Ellen offered her a sherry giving her a choice as Jack hadn’t quite got the hang of which sherry was sweet and which was dry.  Maggie sat at the table and Modesty and Nancy served dinner.

Mrs. Vaughan asked questions about the canal some of which Jack had to admit he hadn’t considered.  Maggie asked her if she had experience in this sort if thing.  “Well when the regiment moved it took a lot of planning and over time you get to know what to look out for.”  Jack thought the best idea might be to get her involved in planning what needed to be done and when.

The dinner party went off well.  Grace thought it best to stay out of sight and helped Ellen in the kitchen.  Jack was surprised at the interest shown and how helpful they were with offers of men, horses and wagons when they weren’t needed on their farms.  “Well lad them folks in the towns need food and a working canal means we can transport it there cheaper and faster than by road.  That means more brass in our pockets and new hats for the wife.”  His wife who was sat besides him gave him a nudge with her elbow.  “What he really means is his fancy toys he plays with on the farm will be cheaper and he’ll have more money to spend.  Do you know how much he spent on his last plough?”  There was laughter all round at this sally.  “If you could let us know how things are progressing that would be useful.  At the moment market gardening doesn’t pay as we can’t get it to market but once the canal is in place it should pay better than wheat.”

Grace found that Nancy was quicker on the uptake than Modesty and asked Gladys, her maid, if she could be trained as a lady’s maid.  Gladys thought that might be possible but she should ask Jack first.  “Mr. Butterworth?”  She started, “Mr. Butterworth always answers no.  Jack might just answer in the affirmative.”  She stared at him for a few seconds “Jack, would you mind if my maid taught Nancy to be a lady’s maid?”  “No but she might.  Have you asked her?”  “She said yes but only if you agreed.”  “Well all you have to do now is ask Nancy if she’d like the idea.”  “You mean she might not?”  “She might have other plans but I’m sure she’d appreciate being asked.”

Jack’s riding skills improved as he went out riding with Grace from time to time.  Grace thought about how her dad’s estate had been run before he sold it off.  Her mother before she died had visited those living on the estate and made sure no one went hungry.  She’d do the same asking Ellen to bake a few extra loaves of bread as well.  Ellen and Maggie discussed the matter.

“How are your charges getting on by the way?”  “Modesty seems to have settled down now.  Nancy is doing quite well on sums.”  “So she could do the books for the canal and estate?  I noticed Mr. Wilds is often a bit behind with his bookkeeping.”  “You mean rather than be a lady’s maid?”  “A bookkeeper isn’t on call seven days a week.”  “I’ll give her the choice then.”  “Best mention to her how much each pays.”  Nancy when asked thought about it then asked more questions about the books.

The lord of the manor came by and spoke to Grace.  “It’s your seventeenth birthday and have you given any thoughts to a London season next spring?  I’ve a few family contacts you might want to make use of.”  “I thought the season was for titles and those with money?”  “Oh your father left you plenty of brass but it was tied up in the canal which is just starting to show a profit.”  “But I thought we had no money to pay the rent and so I had to take a job as governess?”  There was a humming and a hawing, “Esther, Maggie and Jack came up with the idea.  Jack didn’t have cash money either but there was room for you in Mr. Holt’s house which he’d inherited.  They seemed to think your reputation would be safer than if you moved in as a guest without a chaperone when people might say you’ve been compromised.”  Grace’s foot tapped dangerously on the floor before she whirled round and walked out of the drawing room and into the library where Jack looked up from his ledgers.  

“You’re off to London for a season I understand?”  She walked up to him and prodded him in the chest with a finger.  She looked down at the ledgers and saw an entry with her name followed by a number.  “Is that how much I’m worth?”  “No that’s the number of shares in the canal you have each is worth around a hundred pounds each now, plus you have some dividends due now the canal is carrying traffic.”   “You mean I’m practically a nabob?  Why wasn’t it explained to me about my father’s money?  Why wasn’t I given any options?” The hard finger prodding continued and Jack stood and simply wrapped his arms round her to protect himself.  “I’m to be put on the auction block in London and looked over by fortune hunting titles with no thought as to my opinion am I?  I should have twigged earlier that something was going on.   I’ve never heard of a governess having her own personal maid, groom and horse before.”  She looked round the room, “And you owe me rent for all the furniture.”  Jack had heard enough and silenced her with a kiss on her lips.  She resisted at first but then her lips softened and Jack felt her hand slide round the back of his neck.  When they stopped they became aware they had an audience. 

“And to think of the trouble we went to so you wouldn’t be compromised living here.”  Blurted out Gladys.  “We’ve one bottle of Champagne left shall we open it?”  Asked Ellen.  “I should ask what are your intentions young man.”  Chimed in the lord of the manor.  Jack looked at Grace who stood comfortably in his arms.  “Whilst have me then lass?”  Grace tilted her head to the side and gave him a look.  “You’ll explain it all to me and we’ll be married before we go to London?”  “Aye as soon as the banns are read.”  “Now no nonsense about a small wedding.  Everyone in the manor will want to come and besides Ellen will wish to show off her talent.” 
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