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Wilfred sat on his horse and looked across the valley.  His family had owned the manor for generations but it looked as if change was coming.  His youngest son had caught fever in Spain, oh he had the letter from his commanding officer saying he’d died from his wounds but he felt sure in his own mind the wounds were minor but the fever was not.  Simon, his eldest, fit one day then dead a week later.  His wife had died shortly afterwards.

 

Now his nearest living relative was a remote cousin and judging from the letter he’d received this morning if he got his hands on the estate it would be gambled away very quickly and he couldn’t allow that.  He’d have to go down to London, best go for the season so it wouldn’t be so obvious.  He set his mount to amble slowly down the hillside.  He’d drop by young Julia.  At one time he’d hoped she and his eldest would make a match but that was in the past.

 

“I’m opening up the town house for the season but it’s been rented out for the last six years so it will probably need a woman’s touch to sort it out.  Could I prevail on you to come up to London with me and sort it out?”  Mrs. Allison frowned “With Julia for the season?”  “Well if it’s not too much trouble for both of you?  I can’t promise a duke for her but you can take in the theatre and all the London sights at least.”  He glanced sideways at Julia’s startled face.  “I’ll be taking the travelling coach down and there’s probably room enough for five besides myself.  The London house is big enough or was last time I was there.”  “Could we squeeze in my friend Charlotte?”  Mrs. Allison frowned once more.  “I dare say we could provided your mother doesn’t mind chaperoning her.”  “Well with only five places in the coach you’d have to share a maid.”  Julia grinned, “I’d better let her know then.” 

 

He wondered back to the manor house and wrote instructions for Dobbs to prepare for himself and two neighbour’s daughters for the season before sitting down with his steward to see how the budgeted funds could be best allotted on the estate. 

 

In London Dobbs gathered the staff around him.  “Now then some of you won’t have been here when last Mr. Watt visited us but he’s coming down to do the season and bringing two young ladies with him. They’re landed gentry rather than titled but if Mr. Watt has seen fit to sponsor them then I think we can expect them to be not too demanding but at the same time I’d like us to do what we can.  Julia is the young lady Mr. Watt was hoping would make a match with his eldest son.  Has anyone any suggestions?”  “Next door let go an excellent lady’s maid without a reference when her charge eloped.”  “Can we track her down?  You’d best put aside your other duties until you find her.” 

 

Jacqueline was delighted with the idea of a job as a lady’s maid once more even if it meant working for the gentry rather than the nobility.  She inspected the house and especially the large rear drawing room.  “Mr. Dobbs if the furniture was cleared this might just become a small ballroom?  Enough for perhaps a hundred guests?”  “You mean if Mr. Watt thought it might be a good idea?”  “Well at least his protegees could practise their dance steps here.”  “Resident musicians as well I suppose?”  “Well a group of four string players would provide music for both dancing and for a recital.  If we offered them permanent posts with accommodation and let them play for other balls I suspect they’d be happy.”  “And you just happen to know of a group of four musicians I suppose?”  “Français I regret but they are good and I know of three sewing maids if the posts were permanent.”  Dobbs agreed. 

Benilde, Alienor and Genève were delighted to join the household especially since both Jacqueline and the musicians also spoke French.  Genève soon was teaching Lady Crawford’s youngest children to speak French. 

Jacqueline caught Dobbs peering at a letter and arranged for a spectacle seller to attend the house.  Dobbs was persuaded to try on different spectacles to find one that made reading easier.  When told of the price he expressed the view they were expensive. “But it would cost more to pension you off.”  Exclaimed Jacqueline.  The seller  was an earnest young man who was happy to make recommendations as to what might be most appropriate and the rest of the house were persuaded to try spectacles themselves.  The seller was very pleased to sell eight pairs even if they were the plain cheaper type.  Five pairs were for close work but three were for distance.  You never know buying them for your servants might even set a fashion.   

Edouard hesitantly approached Jacqueline and explained that he’d heard an auction that included a piano by Thomas Tomkison.  Jacqueline looked through the household accounts and spoke to Mr. Dobbs about buying some furniture which was approved. 

Ann glanced round but no sign yet of Jacqueline.  What to do, the auctioneer was running through the lots at a faster rate than expected.  It was two hours before they thought the piano might come up for sale and Jacqueline still hadn’t arrived as they moved into the music room and the auctioneer asked for opening bids on the piano.  She raised her hand to indicate her bid of five pounds, at the side one of the auctioneers staff raised her by a pound.  Quickly she rebid, soon she found she’d bid ten pounds surely no one could be expected to pay a year’s pay for a bit of furniture.  The brown coat bid eleven pounds and Ann shook her head at the auctioneer.  “Going once, going twice, sold to the young lady for eleven pounds.”  

 

One of the assistants stepped forward to ask for her details.  “But surely the gentleman in the warehouse coat bid eleven pounds not myself?”  “Don’t you worry about Alf he’d only resell it.”  Ann shrugged and looked at John who stepped forward.  He dug in his pockets pulling a few coins out of one then a few more out of another he counted out the required sum.

 

When Jacqueline arrived twenty minutes later Ann explained what had happened.  Jacqueline had expected to pay far more for the grand piano and was relieved that no one else who might have been interested in it had been there earlier.  She managed to pick up a number of comfortable chairs she thought might be useful for listening to recitals.   

 

Late that afternoon Jacqueline and Edouard looked over the piano in it’s new home with quiet satisfaction.  Dobbs was a little uncertain on how Mr. Watt would view it but the price was exceptional.  A year old and eleven pounds it was tenth the price of a new one.  He knew Mr. Watt always had an eye for a bargain.  He’d best get a piano tuner in after its move. 

Betty tugged her shoes off at the kitchen door then removed her dad’s boots.  “Where’s the piano?”  She asked.  One of the maids led them.  Betty followed her watching out for things that might get in her dad’s way.  When they entered the ballroom she paused.  “It’s a biggun dad.”   Edouard stepped forward with Jacqueline at his side.  “Can you open it for him?”  Jacqueline spoke to Edouard in French and he opened the top up and lifted the cover over the keys.  Patrick felt his way round the piano and eventually sat at the keyboard and played a chord or two.   

Jacqueline led Betty off to the kitchen whilst her dad tuned the piano.  One of the kitchen maids found her a plate of food which disappeared very quickly. It was quiet so the maid drew Betty out about herself and her dad.  “He went off to the wars and left me with my mum but she got taken sick.  He come back though a month ago blinded and rescued me from the neighbour's.  We live in rooms now so I can look after him.  Though he says things are tighter than he’d like.  This bread and butters right good.”  “Have another slice with a spot of jam on it.”  They sat nattering until Betty thought she’d better go and see how her dad was getting on.  Dobbs was standing at the back of the ballroom watching over what was happening. 

Finally Patrick just sat at the keyboard and played a merry tune.  “It’ll do.” He declared.  He stood up and looked a bit unsteady on his feet.  “Just sit for a bit dad.”  Betty turned to Dobbs, “Concentrating hard takes it out of him sometimes.”  “I’ll be fine after a short rest in the quiet.”  “Jacqueline, there is an empty room over the stables is there not.  Take Betty and she if she thinks it will do for a rest.”   Betty went off and inspected the room.  She came back and announced “Dad it’s a right good room with two beds an all.  I think you should come and lie down.”  “We can’t impose.”  “Pianos need tuning from time to time don’t they?”  “Well yes.”  “So both of you are hired at a shilling a day, room over the stables and you’ll eat in the servant’s hall.  If you get any tuning jobs on the side that’s fine.”  “Well I’d be grateful to tell the truth.”  “Right that’s settled.  We’ll get you to have a lie down.  Betty can go off with Ann in the housekeeper’s coach to collect your belongings.” 

Mr. Watt and his companions travelled at a comfortable gentle pace and arrived at the Red Lion just before four pm.  Mr. Watt having decided eight hours in the coach was enough for anyone.  “Mr. Watt I’m delighted to see you.  Your rooms are ready and my wife is preparing a neat little dinner for you.”  His maid glanced at him and spoke to him later. “You turned away a Lord earlier to keep rooms for Mr. Watt?”  “Mr. Watt is landed gentry and probably worth more than Lord Thetford who has yet to settle his bill from a year ago.”  “Right then service with a smile for Mr. Watt.” 

 

 Wilfred arrived at the town house at lunchtime having taken the decision not to cross Hampstead Heath during the hours of darkness.

 

“Dobbs, what’s all this French chatter I hear all about.”  Dobbs looked apologetic “The staff was looking for ways to smooth the young ladies path and Jacqueline is a lady’s maid whose charge had eloped so she was discharged without a reference.”

 

“It takes two to hold a conversation.”  “Jacqueline looked over the rear drawing room and declared it would be an ideal ballroom.”  “So now we have half a dozen musicians and sewing maids sewing ball gowns no doubt.”  “Seven to be exact sir, a string quartet and three sewing maids.”  “Thank heaven I can still eat good English food.”  He looked at Dobbs expression.  “Out with it man.”  “Well Jacqueline mentioned on Thursday next Lady Crawford has expressed an interest in using our ballroom and having her French chef take over the kitchens as she launches her daughter Lady Adele.”  “And of course our two young ladies will be able to mix with the ton?”  “Exactly sir.”  “Send Jacqueline to me.” 

 

Jacqueline entered the library slightly hesitantly.  “Come in girl, come in.”  “You wished to see me sir?”  “You seem to have taken over my household.”  “I was merely trying to ease the path of your young ladies.”  “Well we’ll not do things by halves.  You’ve inspected them I should imagine by now?”  “Yes sir.”  “And your thoughts?”  “Landed gentry, so they shouldn’t expect to land a duke but there are other landed gentry around in the season and a baron might be possible.”  “I’ve no wish for them to sell themselves for a title but if they could experience a little of what society has to offer I’d be grateful.  So what do you suggest?”  “We have three seamstresses on staff.   Genève has been teaching Lady Crawford’s children to speak French and our three seamstresses have made up a number of gowns for her daughter.”  “Take them down to one of the warehouses then and find them some material.  Enough for half a dozen ball gowns and half a dozen day dresses each and you’d better include Mrs. Allison.  She’ll be wanting to pay for the material at least no doubt so have a word with the warehouse first.” 

 

Immediately after supper served at country hours he left to visit his club.  The new doorman challenged him “Excuse me sir are you a member?”  Sam, one of the older footmen, recognised him.  “Good evening Mr. Watt it’s good to see you once more.  Alfred, Mr. Watt has been a member in good standing for many years although it must be a few years since you’ve dropped by.”  “Good evening Sam, and yes I am a member as no doubt Sam will vouch for me.” 

 

He was greeted by a few members as he walked in and sat down to gossip with an old friend.  “Thomas Watt who I think is a relative of yours has been cutting a dash in town.”  “I wouldn’t have thought he’d have the funds.”  “Word is he’s expecting to inherit when you die, being your closest relative, and has been seen visiting the percenters.”  “Now that was a foolish thing to do.  I’d better write a will hadn’t I and leave it all to a suitable charity.”  “You could leave it all to me?”  “You’ve enough already.  Now what’s the latest fashion in farming?”  “Getting it to market more cheaply.”   

 

Wilfred looked taken back.  “These new expanding towns need food and with a canal running by my estate the cost of transport has dropped enormously.  So we’re making good money out of them.”  “I’d heard a lot of these companies go under.”  “True enough there are some heavily promoted schemes that suddenly fail but if you know what you’re doing there’s money to be made and that means I can pay my workers a little more.  Keeps them happy and lessens the risk of a revolution.”   Wilfred looked thoughtful.  “I’ve one that is being promoted near me.  So it sounds like what we need is someone who can do the sums to see if it will be profitable.”  “What you want is one of those lads from Warrington.  Most end up in Manchester in the manufactories but I dare say there might be one who would prefer living in the country.  I’ll have my man send the address over to you in the morning.”    

 

The next morning after breakfast he heard the musicians tuning up in the ballroom and drifted in to see what was happening.

 

“Mr. Watt welcome.  Perhaps I might prevail upon you to demonstrate a dance or two?”  Jacqueline said with a twinkle in her eye.  He looked round the ballroom to find Julia and Charlotte there as well as one or two young ladies and gentlemen he didn’t recognise looking nervous and out of place.

 

He took her hand and together they stood at the top of the line and demonstrated the moments of the dance.  Jacqueline whispered the next steps to him which he then called out in a loud clear voice.  Having led them through at a walking pace the musicians struck up and the group danced their way through the first dance.

 

They practised all morning taking a break around eleven.  Jacqueline noticed a group of young ladies gathered round the piano and one daringly tried it out and was very impressed with the sound. 

 

Mr. Watt cornered Jacqueline and asked her where all the dancers had come from.  “Well Lady Adele’s friends for the most part.  Then there are a group of younger sons.  Lords but curtsy title only and honourables.  It’s a long time to quarter day so the substantial lunch we’ll provide them will probably be their only proper meal of the day.  I’ve noticed one of the young ladies was taken by the piano, perhaps we could hold a musical evening?”  “I doubt if Julia or Charlotte’s playing is up to the standards of the ton.”  “No but we have our professional musicians who have played at the French court and if we combined them with say two really good young ladies and invited people who are really interested in music?”  “We might get some invitations in return? Plus your musicians might find some extra work?”  Jacqueline smiled at him, one thing she liked about Mr. Watt he was quick on the uptake. 

 

Dobbs arrived with a note on a tray.  Wilfred slit it open with the letter opener provided.  “The Warrington address.  Whom can we spare who is trustworthy?”  “Would a maid do or is there money involved?”  “If she’s trustworthy a maid will do fine.  Find one and send her to me quickly.”

 

Jane knocked at the library door and entered when the command came.  “Jane, sir.  Mr. Dobbs said you wanted me to do a little job for you?”  Wilfred passed across the address.  “I’d like you to go to this address and see if they have or know of someone with a mathematical background.  You are to hire them.  I suggest thirty five pounds a year might be sufficient but you’ll use your judgement to go higher if need be.  Don’t worry too much about the wage, the most important thing is they are to be able to calculate if a canal is viable.  The cost of their wages will be minor compared to the cost of the canal.  Now I suggest you travel on the mail and Dobbs will give you a list of inns we normally stay at.  There will be funds enough for you to hire a private dining room and you may choose to take a groom with you or travel by yourself.  If you travel alone you may keep the cost of the groom’s ticket and food.  I hear there is a fast mail coach between London and Liverpool that covers the distance in a little more than a day but you decide how to travel.  You may hire a post chaise for the last part of the journey.”  He passed over a heavy purse.  “There’s money enough for inside seats both ways but you may keep the difference if you decide to travel outside. Now spread that around your pockets and bag.  See Dobbs for a money belt.” 

 

She grabbed a bag and after seeing Dobbs she arrived at the Golden Cross to catch the Umpire at two o’clock.  She peered inside the cramped coach and decided on top in a warm coat with a rug would be more comfortable and give her a bit more room.  Besides the outside seat would save her two guineas compared to riding inside.  Somehow the idea of a stranger pressing his thigh against hers for two hundred miles didn’t sit well with her.  It didn’t matter anyway as no seats were available inside.  Dobbs had sent a footman to escort her.  Her bag felt heavy as Bert tossed it up to her and she peeped inside.  “Cook has packed you enough food for the trip. Ham, cold chicken and so forth.  Dobbs slipped in one of Mr. Watt’s pistols.  He said you don’t need to fire it just the sight of it should scare off any highwaymen.  Off you go and good luck on your journey.”  He threw up a travelling rug to keep her warm on the trip. 

 

There was just one other on the bench seat besides her so plenty of room.  At Barnet two more passengers joined them and the young gentleman moved closer to her.  They exchanged glances and he asked how far she was travelling.  “To Liverpool then on to Warrington.”  “Yourself?”  She asked feeling rather forward and he mentioned he was travelling to Liverpool as well.  They chatted as they went.  He was the third son of a baron so no title other than the honourable and he was hoping to make his way in the manufacturing areas.  Soon they were Harry and Jane to each other.  As they passed St. Albans Jane drew out a roll and a slice of ham and passed it to him before eating one herself.  By Northampton she was feeling tired and as she dozed he slipped his arm round her and let her head rest on his shoulder.  She had a pleasant daydream of his brothers disappearing and it would be just him and her, baron and baroness together. 

 

It was in the twilight that three horsemen held up the coach just outside of Welford.  “Stand and deliver!” came the cry.  One highwayman covered the driver another the guard, the third motioned to the passengers to dismount.  “I don’t know what the world is coming to.”  Moaned one traveller as he stepped down from the inside.  “Shut your mouth or I’ll shut it for you.  Clamber down from the top there so you can turn out your pockets.”  “Surely this poor maid can be spared such an ungainly descent?”  “Poor is she?  Well she can pay in other ways.”

 

Harold glanced down at Jane’s bag as she opened it then moved slowly to screen her.  Jane pulled out the pistol and brought it up to the aiming position.  Harold moved to one side and his movement caught one of the robber’s eyes and he turned.  Jane squeezed the trigger it was louder than she remembered and at first she thought nothing had happened but she kept the gun pointing at the robber.  The bullet exploded from the barrel and struck the highwayman in the side.  Chaos reined as the second highwayman couldn’t believe his eyes and discharged his pistol.  Fortunately missing anyone.  The guard seised his chance and fired his blunderbuss at the second robber.  Quickly she reloaded and brought up the pistol and squeezed the trigger once more.  The third highwayman lay on the ground screaming in pain.  The guard jumped down and quickly secured all three highwaymen across their horses and tied them on the back of the coach.  Jane tucked the smoking gun back into her bag as the other passengers tried to work out exactly what had happened. 

 

They clambered back on and Harold turned to her “You’re full of surprises.”  “Oh the pistol.  Well it happened that I’d been lent out one evening and a group of young gentlemen were dining.  Boasts were made about who was the better shot and bets were laid.  To even things up they decided that they’d form teams and the best shot would be handicapped by a having a girl with no experience as a loader.” 

 

“When I returned I spoke to Mr. Dobbs and mentioned they wanted me to return in ten days time and load for Captain Saunders.  Apparently he and Mr. Dobbs once served in the same regiment so the honour of the regiment was at stake.  Bert, one of footmen, was ex military so he was given the job of teaching me to reload the captain’s pistols.  The problem was what do you do with a loaded pistol so you can reload it again?  You guessed they set a table up with a target at the bottom of the garden.  I stuffed my ears with a bit of wool and he found that I was better holding the pistol up with two hands and with a slightly lighter charge than might normally be used.  I think it amused him to teach me to shoot.  Anyway I can now reload a pistol in twenty seconds which was the same time as the army thought was acceptable.”  She peeped at him.

 

“Go on there’s more to the tale I can tell.”  “Well they were surprised when I could reload the Captain’s pistol faster than the honourable who was the other loader.  The captain was the better shot as well so after the captain had shot thirty rounds off they sort of changed the rules and said the second member of the team had to shoot whilst the first reloaded.

 

The captain wasn’t so practised as I was reloading and fortunately I had the powder horn with the lighter charge with me.”  “Let me guess you had the highest score of anyone?”  Jane dimpled at him.  “I have to aim and shoot straight off since I’m not quite strong enough to hold the gun up for a long time.  It’s a sort of automatic reflex and besides I couldn’t let them rob you nor have their fun with me could I?”

 

“Remind me never to get on the wrong side of you.”  Jane snuggled up.  “I quite like this side of you.”  “What happened after the competition?”  “They all went very quiet.  Mr. Dobbs was there to make sure everything went smoothly so the servants all knew they’d been beaten by a girl but no one ever made any reference to it until Bert handed my bag up to me containing a pistol.”

 

“Queen’s Head, Warrington.”  Came the cry from the coachman.  “Warrington that’s where you’re bound isn’t it?”  “I thought I’d need to get a post chaise from Liverpool.  Still I’d better get down.”  Harry swung himself down then helped her descend.  She kissed him briefly goodbye on the lips.  “Look after yourself for me.”  She blurted out.  She looked round the inn and carried her bag inside where the landlady looked at her sternly.  “No maid and little baggage?”  “I’m one of Mr. Watt’s maids and quite respectable.  I’d like a room and bath please and dinner in a private dining room would you like money in advance?”  “If you please.” 

 

She felt a bit more human after a bath and a hot meal.  She showed the address she wanted to the innkeeper and he had one of the grooms escort her.  “So you’d like one of our young men would you?”  “Not for myself you understand but for my master Mr. Watt.”  “Pity they’ll be disappointed.  Now what exactly is he after?”  Jane explained that Mr. Watt was looking at investing in a canal but wanted a broader view than than the promoters were offering. He was after someone who could do the sums but more importantly point out the negatives.  “Joshua comes to mind.  Let me call him into the office.” 

 

“Joshua, Miss Jane Brown is after someone who looks at both the positives and the negatives.  The job is based in the country but to start with you’ll be living in London.  It’s a live in post.”  Joshua frowned “I may not like the people nor London.”  Jane drew out two guineas from her purse and placed it on the table.  “Here’s your coach fare back if you don’t like it.”  Joshua frowned once more.  “They talk funny down south.”  “I could thump you with my handbag if you don’t accept.”  Mr. Willows tried to hide a smile.  “Best accept then hadn’t I?”  Jane glared at him.  “When can you be ready?  I travelled up by mail coach which leaves daily and each day I stay up here costs money at the inn.”  “I’ll grab my bag then and we’ll be off.  There’s a mail coach in two hours.  You’d best see cook about something to eat on the way.”  “He can protect you on your travels.”  Jane gave Mr. Willows an odd look. 

 

At the inn Jane gave him the choice of inside or on top and keep the difference.  “Outside will do me.”  Jane purchased two tickets and soon they were travelling south.  “Are you sure you want me?  There are brighter ones available.”  “I think it’s your unique way of looking at life that Mr. Watt will find valuable.”  Slowly they chatted as they travelled.  At Welford the innkeeper looked up at her.  “If you don’t mind the magistrate would like a word with you.”  “And if I object?”  “Well his constable is in the bar and will be happy to rephrase it no doubt.”  The driver looked over to the innkeeper.  “Is this her?” “Aye.”  “Right miss I’ll sort you out a ticket for you and your companion for the coach tomorrow.  The company is very grateful for your efforts by the way.” 

 

“I’ll have the lad take you to him.”  The lad looked sixty if he was a day but the gig was soon harnessed up and Joshua and Jane set off to the big house where they were introduced to the colonel.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

 

“Now then what’s this farrididdle about you shooting two highwaymen?”  “Well the guard shot one and I shot two.  They were armed and threatening to rob the mails.”  “I don’t believe you.”  Jane opened her bag and put her hand on the pistol.  “Name a target.”  “Smith put a playing card on the fence.”  Smith ran to do the colonel’s bidding and placed the card on the fence twenty paces away.  When he was well out of the line of fire Jane lifted the pistol and shot at the target.  Smith ran forward and brought the card back.  “Not quite centre Colonel but I’d need a rifle to do better.”

 

“Pon my soul.  I owe you an apology Miss.  Now I’ve delayed your travels so I insist on you staying the night and I’ll sort out the reward monies and forward them to you all in good time.”  Joshua just looked at her.  “You don’t really need me to protect you do you?”  “Of course I do.  You never know when a spider might appear.” 

 

She was led to a guest room to tidy up before dinner.  The maid looked over her clothes and frowned.  “Since you’re travelling light I’ll ask the mistress if we can borrow one of her daughter’s old dresses for you.  She was about your size before she married.”  Eliza returned with four dresses carried over her arm together with her mistress.  Jane looked a bit apprehensive but the colonel's wife said “Now my dear this is the most exciting thing that has happened for many a year and even now my cook is preparing the most elaborate dinner for a full table that she can manage and everyone is dying to meet you.  As guest of honour you have a position to uphold especially as I understand you know Captain Saunders.”  “I wouldn’t say know him exactly.”  “But you were a team of two shooters who saw off the competition according to my husband.”  Jane conceded this was so and the dresses were tried on.  One displayed rather more of Jane than she’d previously ever shown.  “Now that one has a hint of glamour about it.  Nothing like a hint of glamour in the guest of honour to set the meal a cut above the rest and besides it contrasts nicely to the idea that you’re a tomboy.  It’s a pity you aren’t a fashionable London lady.”  Jane and Eliza exchanged looks and Jane seemed to grow in stature as she sought to emulate one of the fashionable young London matrons.  “My dear girl are you implying I’m not a fashionable London lady?”  “Cor blimey you don’t half do that well.”  “We’d need to do something with my hair.”  “I’ve never been any good with hair.”  “No but I know exactly what to do.”  Jane described each step and Eliza followed them exactly.  “Now the dress over the top.”  Jane stood looking elegant before the mirror.  “I’ll just fetch the mistress.”  Eliza had slipped out of the door before Jane could stop her. 

 

“Honest she can do it perfectly.”  “Well it would be nice to have a London society lady at the meal.”  She inspected Jane closely.  “Eliza my pearls I think just to finish it off.  Do we need to warn your young man?”  “If you could bring him to me?”  Eliza soon returned with both the pearls and Joshua.  He looked startled to see the transformation.  “Think you can keep a straight face and admit nothing?”  “I take it you’re playing the grand dame this evening?”  Jane smiled at him “I knew you were fast.”  “Just as long as no one asks me to lie.”  “No but there are ways to avoid answering the question directly.”  “Ah an abstracted air whilst I solve a quadratic equation in my head?”  “Core blimey, I dunno what it is but should you be having such things in your head?”  “It’s all right Eliza it just means thinking about something.”  “Like when you thought of Dave the groom and forgot everything else.” Remarked her mistress.  “I never thought you knew?”

 

“Now we’ll need to get your butler involved.”  Jane received an odd look.  “He’ll set the tone and if he accepts me as a lady then the rest will follow his lead.”

 

Thompson was sent for and everything explained to him.  “So you see everything is in your hands.”  Well he could see no harm in it and if it raised the status of his mistress in the neighbourhood why not.  “Now I need a quick sketch of each of the guests and their interests.”  Thompson gave a quick summation of each guest and their interests which Jane mentally filed away.  The colonel's wife was amazed at the accurate summing up and expressed her surprise.  “A good butler observes madam and I think you have a very good butler in your employ.”

 

Thompson was at his most differential when dealing with her at dinner.  The playing card that she’d hit earlier was marvelled at as they examined it.  Eliza was in awe at the way Jane gently flirted with the gentlemen remembering their particular interests and drawing them out.  She parried even the most determined questions from the gossips.

 

She admitted to being acquainted with Captain Saunders and shooting in his winning team in a competition but carefully claimed she really didn’t know him at all well.  Joshua looked blankly at his dinner partners as they tried to draw him out.  It wasn’t really difficult to loose himself mentally and avoid answering questions he really didn’t want to answer. 

 

When the ladies withdrew into the drawing room she led the discussion into the latest London fashions.  Her elegant hairstyle was much admired.  Remembering Thompson’s comment about Miss Maria casting her covetous eyes over the piano on her last visit she requested Maria, one of the neighbour’s rather shy daughters to be kind enough to play.  Maria hesitated but was finally coaxed into playing when Jane walked across and murmured quietly in her ear she couldn’t be a worse player than herself.  The first tune was more of a warm up but by the time the gentlemen returned she was lost in the music. 

 

“Now my dear just model yourself on her.  She’s a true lady drawing people out and not putting herself forward at all.”

 

After the meal Jane just flopped on the bed.  “I think you pulled it off.”  Blurted out Eliza.  “To the manner born.  Well I think we provided entertainment and gossip to last at least three months if not a year.”  Remarked a very satisfied Mistress.  “At least they didn’t spend all dinner talking about the merits of one type of shot over another.” 

 

Mr. Watt was relaxing with a book when Jane returned and was escorted by Dobbs and Joshua to see him.  “Good trip?”  He asked the pair.  “Apart from being hauled up in front of the magistrate after Jane shot two men and being bumped about for far too long it wasn’t too bad.”  Wilfred looked at Jane “There were a group of highwaymen who held up the stage when I was travelling north.  I didn’t want the honourable Harry to be robbed and they mentioned they’d find other ways for me to pay when he mentioned I was a poor maid.  The guard shot one, I just shot the other two.  I mean you wouldn’t want me to just hand over your money would you?”  Wilfred grinned.  “I suppose not and you have returned with a mathematician.” “I didn’t get much choice she threatened to thump me with her handbag if I didn’t accept.”  “Jane really.”  “Well he was playing up.”  “Now then I can see you get on well together so I think the best thing to do is use the schoolroom for Joshua’s workroom and the pair of you can use the governess’s room and the children’s bedroom.  You’re to look after him and arrange any meetings he needs and so forth.  Since you now have greater responsibility I’ll ask Dobbs to arrange for you to be paid as a lady’s maid.”  Joshua looked appalled.  “You have a problem with Jane looking after you?”  “No but if it gets out that I have a lady’s maid it might imply…” He was at a loss for words.  “I’ll escort you upstairs shall I?”  Asked Jane politely “Or you could nudge him gently with your handbag?”  Remarked Wilfred grinning.  “I’m sure you’ll be fine and welcome to the household.  I’ll expect both you and Jane to eat with the family which means Jane you’ll need a few gowns run up. Dobbs see to it if you please.” 

 

Jane led the way upstairs to the nursery floor.  There were two bedrooms and a sitting room leading off the schoolroom.  “Which would you prefer?”  She asked as Joshua inspected both rooms and settled on the slightly larger governess’s room as his preference.  Then he came back into the schoolroom and was eyeing the teacher’s desk when Julia came bursting through the door.  She closed the door behind her then boldly walked up to him and kissed him on the lips slipping her arms round the back of his neck and rubbing herself up against him.  The kiss went on until Jane thought she’d better interrupt with a tap on Julia’s shoulder.  “It’s all a sham.”  Joshua looked at her “What is?”  “Oh the word downstairs is that you’ve a lady’s maid all to yourself and no interest in females at all.”  She ran her fingers over his bulge.  “Now that feels like an interest to me.” 

 

There was a knock at the door and Jacqueline slid in and smiled sweetly.  “I understand you need some gowns Monsieur?”  Joshua growled, “It’s Jane who needs the gowns for dinning with the family.”  “Oh sorry my mistake. I must have misunderstood what was said downstairs.  I find these English idioms so confusing.”  Julia gave a laugh then sneaked out of the door whilst Jacqueline ran a professional eye over Jane. 

 

Julia glanced round the ballroom.  They needed a fourth couple to make up the set.  Speculatively she eyed Dobbs but under his forbidding look thought better of it, but there was always Joshua and Jane.  She scurried upstairs and slid into the schoolroom.  “You’re needed downstairs.”  Joshua looked up and wondered what awaited him.  Julia slipped her arm through Jane’s.  “You’d better come as well.”

 

It was only when Jane thrust them into the ballroom that Joshua and Jane realised what was in store for them.  Obviously they needed to be split up and paired with more experienced dancers so Joshua found himself with Julia for a partner and Jane one of the honourables.

 

“I don’t know the steps.”  Muttered Joshua.  “You’ll be fine.”  Reassured Julia.  She found he was quite light on his feet and quick to pick up the steps.  Jane had her work cut out as she tried to keep her partner from turning left rather than right.  She plastered a smile on her face and carefully kept an eye on his feet so she wasn’t trampled underfoot.

 

Finally when they danced the same dance through a second time he managed to be in the right place at the right time.  “I say this is easy.  Last time my partner was forever being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”  Jane smiled to herself and promised retribution on Julia for offering her up to her partner.

 

Walter drifted into the ballroom and rescued Jane.  “I see you’ve managed to get him to take a little exercise.  Well done, he’ll need break from time to time from the documents.”  Somehow Joshua and Jane joined in the dance group session each morning Jane didn’t mind too much, Joshua was a little bemused by it all. 

 

Walter looked up to see Jacqueline in front of him.  “Well what have we overlooked now?”  “Julia and Charlotte can ride?”  “Born in the saddle.”  “Many debutants might look pretty on horseback but ride like a sack of potatoes.”  “I’ll send for their mounts.”  “And do you know of a well trained steady horse such that Lady Adele might ride?”  “Willow, I’ll request to have him sent down as well.”  

 

He wrote his instructions out and sent them off by post.  Three days later Thomas, Charlotte’s personal groom, turned up on Walter’s favourite leading three mounts Willow, Gypsy and Misty.  The girls as soon as they knew of their mounts arrival scurried down to the stables and fussed over their pets.   Jacqueline was adamant though they were not to go out riding before new riding habits were procured.  Julia and Charlotte were surprised to find a male tailor was to make up their jackets although Jacqueline would take their measurements under his direction.  Lady Adele somehow got measured up at the same time by Jacqueline and a riding habit made up for her. 

 

Lady Adele allowed herself to try on the riding habit that Jacqueline produced.  “It looks good but I’m not sure I should be doing this?”  “We won’t tell on you.” “Well I suppose I could try once.”  They walked down to the stables and she looked at the placid horse in front of her.  “He’s very big and he twitches.”  “She’s a mare so a she.  Say hello to her properly.”  Charlotte handed Willow a quarter of an apple laid flat on her hand.  She snaffled it up then looked for another one.  “Hold your hand out.”  Adele did as she was bid and a warm breath covered her hand.  “Now we’ll mount you up and lead you round the yard.”  Adele sat nervously on the horse who walked at Charlotte’s voice command.  Both Julia and Charlotte mounted and together with Lady Adele’s groom they set off to the park at a gentle walk although both Gypsy and Misty had to be reminded to walk and not trot off ahead more than once.  They walked round the park once then Charlotte thought that was enough practise for one day.

 

That evening over dinner Julia was surprised to find both Joshua and Jane at the table.  It soon become apparent that Mr. Watt was taking the opportunity to go over with Joshua about what information was needed to decide whether to support the canal or not.  Coal was thought to be one cargo but what would the estate make use of the canal.  Well Julia knew her estate backwards so voiced her opinion as too how much freight they could expect to see to and from an estate. 

 

Next morning the two girls decided to go for an early ride thinking the streets and park would be empty.  The streets most certainly weren’t and Gypsy needed reassurance from time to time that it was safe to trot down the roads full of carters and handcarts.  Ahead Charlotte spotted a curricle and pair that looked to be in difficulties as the team started this way then that.  A small yapping dog set them off.  Charlotte raced after the curricle and Julia wasn’t that far behind. Thomas shook his head before joining in the chase.  Charlotte managed to get alongside the pair with Julia on the other side and gradually they brought the runaways to a halt.  Charlotte slipped down and going to their heads concentrated on calming the frightened animals.  Julia on calming the driver who was looking very nervous.  “Damn Algernon for offering them to me at a knock down price then telling me I couldn’t handle them.  His exact words were, ‘I’d offer them to you but you aren’t a skilled enough driver to handle them.’ A pair of ponies for a pair was the offer and like a fool I accepted.  Fifty quid down the drain plus I’ve been made to look a fool.  I mean I should have realised he’d make money on the deal by betting against me being able to handle them.” 

 

Thomas came up and gathered up the reins of Charlotte’s mount.  Charlotte looked the pair over “Thomas they look fine to me possibly a little young?”  The groom looked them over.  “Irish stock I’d say and not used to town traffic.”  “You mean they could be worked up so they were?”  “Easy enough to do I should think.  Put them in one at a time with Willow and get them used to the traffic first then work them as a pair.”  “I’m Peters, don’t you know.  Could your man assist?”  Thomas thought back to the day when Charlotte had been with him at the horse fair and decided that Misty would be an ideal mount for herself even though she was snapping at everyone who went near her.   He hated to think what Charlotte had done to make the horse rear up in the sales ring nor about the first low bid he’d made that had been immediately accepted. 

 

It had taken her a solid month to earn Misty’s trust and now the mare would do anything for her.  Thomas looked at Lord Peters “Lord Peters, Willow is Miss Charlotte’s horse and she’s really the person with the touch with difficult horses.”  

 

Peters looked the street “Bother Benjamin is approaching.  It’ll be all over the club that I can’t handle my team.”  Charlotte quickly leapt up on to the bench.  “You’re teaching me to drive now pass me the reins and what are they called?”  “Pegasus and Hercules.”  “Right my beauties we’re going to show Benjamin just what we can do aren’t we?”  With a pair of confident hands on the reins and a soothing voice Pegasus and Hercules soon were trotting along the street nicely.  Lord Peters raised his whip to Benjamin as they passed. “Can’t stop.  Teaching Miss Charlotte to drive don’t you know.”  

 

Thomas never thought he’d hear the day that Miss Charlotte needed to be taught how to drive.  Once well past Charlotte drew the curricle to the kerb.  “Right Thomas what do we do?”  “If it were me I’d take them back to Mr. Watt’s stables then put them in with Willow.  Begging your pardon my Lord but you want to keep this pair out of sight until you can drive more confidently and this pair have a bit more confidence as well.”  “So if you’d like to meet me at Mr. Watt’s stables at daybreak tomorrow morning we’ll get started.”  “How long will it take?”  “He’s not a bad driver Miss just needs a few pointers for driving in traffic and how to handle this pair would be my guess.”  Spoke up Lord Peters's tiger for the first time.  “Could I do it in a fortnight?”  Asked Lord Peters.  “I should think so my Lord.  Now let’s get back to the stables and Thomas can make a start on their training.  Yours starts at daybreak tomorrow morning.”  “Daybreak?”  “He’ll be there Miss, Higgs and I will see to it.”  “But what about the club?  I rarely leave there before the first rays of sunlight.”  “You’d best keep away from the club for the next fortnight else they’ll be asking questions about your new team.”  “But what will I do if I don’t spend my time at the club?”  Julia just smiled at him sweetly and his tiger laughed quietly to himself.  Higgs would enjoy the joke no doubt. 

 

Lord Peters slipped into the club for lunch and looked at the betting book in horror.  As point of honour Lord Peters covered ten thousand of the bets against him even though odds of four to one were being bet. He left the bets over whether he could teach someone to drive well alone. 

 

That afternoon Thomas first took out Pegasus and Willow together for an hour.  Nothing disturbed Willow’s calm acceptance of the traffic not even small dogs barking and gradually Pegasus began to realise that London traffic was nothing to be afraid of.  Charlotte made a fuss of the pair of them before they set off and again when they returned.   Hercules and Willow followed.  Both horses were led on reins by grooms for an hour at a time just to get them used to the traffic. 

 

Next morning Charlotte had two carriages horses harnessed to his curricle.  “Now this pair are more used to traffic so let’s see how you get on.”  They spent an hour driving round London streets choosing the more heavily trafficked areas so Lord Peters could get used to anticipating the road ahead and drive his team appropriately. 

 

When they got back to the stables Charlotte suggested he stay for breakfast, and shortly afterwards he found himself roped into the practise dances in the ballroom where his dancing skills were much admired. 

 

Having taken Lord Peters under her wing Charlotte thought it prudent not to demonstrate her riding ability in the park just in case Algernon, whoever he was, suspected she knew horses. 

 

After lunch Mr. Watt had a visitor who came to mention his young guest was mentioned in the betting book at Lord Peters's club.  “The bet is whether Peters can teach her to drive his pair.”  Mr. Watt roared with laughter “Charlotte the very idea.  Can’t really delete her name in the book but we can teach them a lesson.  Know anyone who is a bit silly, bets on anything and more often than not loses?”  “I know of someone.”  Mr. Watt wrote out a cheque for twenty thousand pounds.  “Right you hold the money but he’s to place a bet saying that Miss Charlotte can drive Peters's new pair round the park in the five o’clock parade before the end of the month.  Keep your mouth shut but the lad is to say it’s a sure thing.  I’m sure you know how he can best say it.  He gets to keep a monkey by the way of the winnings.” 

 

That very afternoon his visitor was in Lord Peters’s club looking at the betting book.  There were no takers on whether Miss Charlotte could handle the team so he amended the bet to say Miss Charlotte can drive Peters’s new pair round the park in the five o’clock parade before the end of the month.  His plant came up.  “I like Miss Charlotte, she can do anything.”  “Even drive Peters’s pair round the park in the parade?”  “I’ve twenty bags of sand that says she can.”  The bet was soon covered and Mr. Watt visitor even covered a few grand in himself when more than twenty thousand pounds wanted to be placed. 

 

That evening Lord Peters found himself escorting the girls including Adele to the theatre which needless to say set up lots of speculation and more bets in the clubs.  Hopefully Mr. Watt’s stooge reported the bet back to Mr. Watt.   

 

Lady Adele’s ball was a splendid affair. Lady Crawford spared no expense and both Julia and Charlotte were dressed as befitted young debutants at their first ball.  Julia looked round the ballroom.  It was awash with elegant ballgowns and glittering jewellery.  She glanced down at her dress.  Jacqueline had judged it exactly right and of course knowing exactly what colours were to be used decorating the ballroom had made sure her gown didn’t clash. 

 

Lady Adele seemed to be swamped with partners as her mother lined them up for her.  She tried hard to remember each work spoken as every word of their conversation would be analysed by her mother.  Julia didn’t envy her as many although distinguished were a little elderly for her own taste.  The honourable George approached and she glanced down at her card.  Let’s hope he was light on his feet.  Lord Peters had been kind enough to sign her card for the supper dance.  She’d make sure to sit with Charlotte as she was sure that he’d like that.

 

They were sat round the supper table together.  “Shall we go riding tomorrow morning?”  Lady Adele gave a shudder.  “I don’t intend to get up before noon and then we’re bound to have morning callers after the ball.  So the following day after lunch?”  Julia took note of a tall well dressed man taking note.  He decided since Lady Adele was surrounded tonight the park after lunch might be a much better place to pursue an acquaintance.  Julia sought out Lady Crawford and asked her about the tall man who had caught her eye in the supper room.  “Mr. Robert Stone, he’s Lord Tewkesbury's heir so above your touch I would have thought.  Still he isn’t dancing so let me perform the introductions.”    

 

She guided Julia across to Robert, “Mr. Stone let me introduce you to Miss Julia Allison who is currently without a partner.”  Julia grinned impishly at his reaction.  “You’re supposed to say you’d be delighted to take the floor with me.”  Robert’s nose wrinkled but he extended his arm and escorted Julia into the nearby set.  “I wonder why I attend dances sometimes.”  This was said more to himself than to his partner.  “So you could talk to someone who knows Lady Adele perhaps?”  “Was I that obvious?”  “Not to everyone perhaps.  Now shall we relax and enjoy ourselves since we’ve established we won’t be trotting off to the alter any time soon?  You tell me a little about yourself so I’m convinced you’d be a suitable partner for Lady Adele.”  Robert gave her a reproving look at which she almost burst into giggles.  As the set came to an end he returned her to Charlotte as she requested.  “Mr. Stone let me introduce you to Charlotte.”  He let out a sigh and requested a dance.  Charlotte looked to Julia who shrugged “He was introduced to me by Lady Crawford so he’s probably respectable.”  “Probably?”  “He needs to keep on our best side to meet Lady Adele.”  “I think I’d better take the floor with you before anyone overhears this conversation.” 

 

Two day later they were riding in the park. Julia caught sight of Robert and eased back to where the groom was following them to give Robert room to ride by Lady Adele. 

 

Charlotte lent across Lady Adele and greeted Robert as he rode up.  “Hello Robert, he’s quite the horse not just a flashy park ride.”  Lady Adele glanced at Robert and blushed.  “Where are my manners.  Lady Adele meet Robert Stone who knows about horses and Julia assures me he’s quite respectable.  Well he was kind enough to dance with both of us at your ball and neither had our toes trampled on.  Oh I should mention your mother introduced him to Julia so he ought to be respectable.”

 

Lady Adele visibly relaxed on hearing her mother had introduced him to Julia.  Robert looked at Willow.  “Not quite what I’d imagine a fashionable young lady would ride in the park.”  “Willow suits me very well.”  “She’s only just started riding and needs a few pointers if you’d be so kind.”  Lady Adele started at this sign of forward behaviour.  Robert nodded and glancing at Julia let the girls continue on their way whilst he spoke to Julia.

 

“Breakfast is served at eight o’clock at Mr. Watt’s house and we ride shortly afterwards so find your way to the mews behind just before eight and you will be shown the way to the breakfast room. Don’t forget your dancing shoes.”  A puzzled Robert saluted her and rode off. 

 

The next morning Jacqueline was waiting for him in the mews to convey him upstairs.  She inspected him and quietly brushed his jacket before leading the way upstairs to the breakfast room where he noticed two maids making toast by the fire.  Walter looked up as he arrived.  “Sit thyself down lad.  Sit thyself down. There’s a spare seat next to Lady Adele.  Mention to Polly how you like your eggs and she’ll bring them up from the kitchen. The ham’s good today.” “Or you maybe civilised and have a coffee with a fresh croissant.” Whispered Jacqueline in his ear.  “Don’t you be listening to young Jacqueline, get a decent English breakfast inside you. You’ll need it if you’re to teach Charlotte how to ride.”  He flinched as Charlotte kicked him none to gently in the ankle.  “It appears I’ve things to do so I’ll leave you to the mercy of the young ladies.” 

 

Mr. Watt’s stooge had reported the bet about Lord Peters and Lady Adele and when summoned was delighted to place another ten bags of sand of Mr. Watt’s money in the club than it wouldn’t happen.  For a consideration of course.  He even laid out the rest of his quarterly allowance. 

 

Robert enjoyed his time with Lady Adele riding in the park.  They had time to talk and the talk distracted her from the thought of what could go wrong whilst riding Willow.  When they returned he found himself in the ballroom and since it was a practise rather than a proper ball he managed to dance every set including three waltzes with Lady Adele. 

 

Needless to say Robert was back at the mews the following morning and Lady Adele gradually relaxed in his company.  It never occurred to her to report back to her mother any of their conversations or the fact she was riding in the park. 

 

Julia and Charlotte found themselves on the fringe of the ton.  Invited to the larger less exclusive affairs.  One or two invitations came through Mr. Watt’s contacts at his club.  Still they enjoyed themselves, neither really thinking they had to marry at the end of the season since neither had been brought up to expect a season anyway. 

 

Over the next week Charlotte spent time in the stables just getting to know Pegasus and Hercules.  At the end of a week she thought they were ready to take out in the curricle so dressed in nondescript clothing she took them out on to the busy road for half an hour.  This time with her gentle handling and reassuring presence they seemed to settle down quite quickly.  She gradually built the time they were out to an hour which she thought was quite long enough to demonstrate they were capable of ignoring the traffic. 

 

Julia meanwhile bearded the lion by entering the schoolroom and entering a discussion of the canal with both Jane and Joshua.  She had insights that not only was bulk cargo of interest to the estate but smaller items would be useful as well as paying more per ton carried.  Joshua entered the ideas down on paper.  She looked at the map and mentioned she’d heard that there was another canal being built a little further north and sketched in what she remembered about it. 

 

Lord Peters was required to attend a dinner with his mother and placed next to Esther, the very fashionable daughter of the house.  He knew his duty and spent sometime drawing her out but when it was time to talk to his other neighbour, Catherine, he found the conversation much more relaxed.  She at least had an opinion on various plays that were current and they didn’t always coincide with his. 

 

His mother demanded his thoughts on the two girls in the carriage on the way home.  “If I suggested that moonlight is brighter than daylight Esther would agree with me.  Catherine is sort of OK but neither can hold a conversation like Charlotte.”  “Charlotte?  Do I know the girl?”  Lord Peters suddenly realised the danger of drinking too much wine.  It loosened the tongue.  “I don’t think so.  I met her whilst out driving.  She’s not of the ton but is visiting Mr. Watt.”  “She sounds interesting bring her to tea tomorrow.”  His mother quickly reviewed what she knew about Mr. Watt.  She’d heard Lady Crawford was some sort of connection. She’d drop by Lady Crawford in the morning for a quick gossip. 

 

The next morning as he was undergoing his driving in traffic instruction he nervously blurted out “My mother wants to meet you so has invited you to take tea with her this afternoon.”  Charlotte grinned at him.  “Thinks I might be contaminating her little boy does she?”  “You don’t mind do you?”  “I’ll be on my best behaviour and practise my north country accent shall I?”  Lord Peters shuddered.  

 

“Come in my dear and sit down.  Albert you may take yourself off and come back in half an hour.”  “Now we can have a comfortable coze.  My son tells me he met you whilst out driving.”  “Well yes that’s one way of putting it.  He had a very young pair who weren’t used to London traffic and they got away from him.  Julia and myself were on hand to guide them to a halt.” 

 

“And he was kind enough to escort you in the evenings and has been seen driving another pair in his curricle very early in the morning.  Don’t worry my dear my informants are very discreet.”  She then enquired into Charlotte’s background and family which Charlotte didn’t object to after all Lord Peters was far above her touch.

 

“So where and when is the wedding to be.”  Charlotte almost gulped her tea down the wrong way.. “Wedding?”  “Between you and my son.”  “I hadn’t presumed to think of such an event surely he’s far above me.  Besides he hasn’t asked me.”  “Well you don’t have a title but your family has just as much wealth as ours.  The difference is your parents have an estate whilst my husband decided a better investment would be in the manufactories and these new canals so he sold the estate.  Fortunately the canal company was exposed as a fraud before he brought into it.  Albert is a bit hesitant to invest in another canal that might be fraudulent.  We do have a very small estate left that he brought as a hunting box where we spend that part of the summer we don’t spend in house parties.  I feel Albert would be better off involved in something other than his club.” 

 

Charlotte decided that both Lord Peters and his pair were ready to be shown off.  Jacqueline’s aid was enlisted to produce a frivolous fashionable outfit and an even more frivolous hat which Pegasus took objection to at first but an apple soon bribed his acceptance.  

 

They set off for the five o’clock parade.  Charlotte guided the pair until the park was in sight then handed the reins over to Lord Peters.  “Be good boys now.”  She murmured as the pair sensed the change of hands on the reins.  Lord Peters guided them through the gates and soon they were approaching Algernon and his friends.  “Hello Algernon, you were right they really are a sweet pair.”  “And so well behaved as well.  Albert has been teaching me to drive them.”  Chimed in Charlotte.  She took the reins from Albert “Now did you say to hold them like this?”  Charlotte gave a flip of the wrist and the curricle moved smoothly away.  There was a twitch of Pegasus’s tail as a small dog dashed out besides them but that was all.   

 

“I don’t believe my eyes?  Didn’t you say they shied at every little thing?”  “And that Peters of all people should take them in hand.”  “Is it a monkey or a grand you stand to loose Algernon?”  “Two bags of sand perhaps all things considered?”  Algernon grew pink.  As the curricle and pair returned from circling the park he stepped forward to inspect the pair to see if they’d be exchanged.   Pegasus lunged forward teeth apart, prepared to bite him as he came within range.  “I think he remembers you at least.”  Came a wisecrack from the rear.  “I think I’d like to return home now.”  Murmured Charlotte as Pegasus started to get restless. 

 

That evening Mr. Watt had a visitor who returned his cheque for twenty thousand pounds and passed over a collection of cheques and IOUs including one IOU for a five hundred pounds from Thomas Watt, his relative, who was summoned to his presence.

 

“Ah Thomas enter and perhaps you can explain this vowel to me?”  Thomas looked at the offending document.  “It’s mine sir I thought it was a certainty.”  Thomas longed hopefully for a stone to crawl under then cheered himself up with the thought that his relative would only ring a peal over him but surely would require him to pay the IOU.

 

“Well sir betting against a guest in my household is an insult to both her and myself.  What is more I won’t have it.  Do you have the funds to pay?”  “No but I can raise them by tomorrow.”  Mr. Watt pulled the cord by his desk and Dobbs entered.  “Dobbs young Thomas has expressed a wish to visit Canada for a prolonged visit.”  “I have?”  “Well you obviously have no idea of how to manage money so you’ve been written out of my will apart from one shilling.  I suggest Canada but anywhere abroad will do.  A copy of my will will be delivered to Messrs John Dear and Company, at their office in Three Kings Court tomorrow morning.”  “But they’ll…”  “Exactly so Dobbs have two grooms deliver Thomas to the docks immediately together with my secretary who can purchase a ticket for him.  Thomas I wouldn’t be too particular about where the ship is sailing to if I were you.  I’m sure the first ship to leave port might be the healthiest one.  Do write when you get there and I’m sure I can find you a small allowance.”  Thomas went white.  “Off you go with Dobbs now.”    

 

Betty was happily sitting with Ann sewing a skirt for herself chatting happily away “I think my dad is beginning to tell the difference of light and dark.”  Ann mentioned it to Jacqueline who mentioned it to Mr. Dobbs.

 

As a result Ann found herself escorting Betty and Patrick to the seller of spectacles.  There he tried on several pairs of spectacles until he found a pair that worked.  He was persuaded to have a second pair for close work.  “Are you a magician?”  Asked Betty.  “No but you’re servants at Mr. Watt house so I seen it before.  A blow on the head can cause temporary blindness for a few months or bad diet, or even you need a pair spectacles.”  Betty picked her dad’s pair up and peered through them.. “Everything looks blurry.”  She announced.  “So all the soldiers who come back without sight might benefit from good food and glasses?”

 

“Yes but both are expensive and out of the reach of many.”  “That’s not fair.”. “In many ways life isn’t fair.”  Betty looked thoughtful and Ann thought it was time to remind her that tea would be served shortly. 

 

As the season was drawing to a close Lord Crawford looked at his wife over the breakfast table.  “Any likely candidates?”  He asked hopefully “Not one I’d say she favours over another.  She danced with Lord Runcorn for three balls in a row and I got my hopes up but it appears he was only talking to her about one of her friends whom he offered for last night.  I was talking to Mrs. Allinson at the ball last night and her daughter is exactly the same.  They both seem to be intent on enjoying the season.”  “I wish she’d get on with it.  I keep getting cornered by people wanting me to vote for this bill or that bill and I’ve no interest in what they’re after.”  

 

After breakfast he retired to his library to read the papers and his post.    He’d just finished his mid-morning coffee when Jennings his butler knocked.  “You have a Mr. Robert Stone to see you my Lord.”  Robert Stone the name didn’t ring a bell.  He wondered why it was Jennings who interrupted him rather than a footman.  He’d better see what the man wanted he supposed.  Jennings announced him and Robert walked in.  “So are you after?  My support for a parliamentary bill?”  “No I’m just after Lady Adele’s hand in marriage.”  He didn’t like to dismiss a suitor out of hand but really he had been hoping for a title.  “You’d best come with me.”  He led the way to the drawing room where his wife beamed a welcoming smile.  “Robert Stone, and how is Lord Tewkesbury?”  “Healthy enough but I have my own funds apart from the expectation.”  Lord Crawford wondered just how his butler seemed to know more of what was going on than he did.  “Mr. Stone has just asked for Adele’s hand in marriage.”  “How marvellous I suppose we’d better let him ask her then.”  She caught Jennings eye and he turned to dispatch a footman to gather up Lady Adele.  “Have you met my daughter?  I don’t recall her dancing with you at any of the balls?”  “We met whilst riding in the park.”  Lord Crawford gave a start as Lady Adele entered the room.  “I didn’t know you rode?”  “Or had a habit?”  “Charlotte and Julia coaxed me into it.  Julia found me a riding habit, we’re much of a size and Charlotte lent me Willow. I’m not really good enough to ride in the parade but early in the morning we go out sometimes and I’m slowly getting more comfortable.  I tried trotting for the first time last week.” 

 

“Mr. Stone has asked for your hand in marriage.”  She grinned cheekily at Robert.  “I’d better accept then as I doubt I’ll get another this season.”  “I think we’ll ask Mr. Watts for his ballroom once more and hold a ball to celebrate the occasion. 

 

“Have you seen any more of Charlotte?”  Enquired his mother.  “Not since the bet.  I haven’t any reason to see her.”  “But you’d like to?”  “Well yes I can talk to her and I miss our chats to be honest.”  “You could always court her.  Take her some flowers perhaps?”  “Think she’d be interested?” “Well there’s only one way to find out.” 

 

So next morning found Lord Peters at Mr. Watt’s front door which was opened by one of Lady Crawford’s harried maids.  “Flowers, take them down to the third door on the right.”  Lord Peters did as he was bid and walked into the ballroom where Charlotte was arranging masses of flowers for Lady Adele’s engagement ball.  “Are those for me?” She asked.  “Well yes but you seem to be swamped with flowers already.”  “Yes but those are special if they’re just for me.  Especially if you’re courting me.”  Mrs. Allinson turned “I’m not sure where that particular shade you have in your hand should go.”  “It’s alright they’re going in my room.  Lord Peters is courting me.”  Mrs. Allinson turned to Lord Peters “With the intention of marrying her I hope.”  “Well yes.”  “Good well since I stand in loco parentis to her you have her parents’ blessing.”  Charlotte leaned in and kissed him on the lips.  “I accept your proposal of marriage.”  Lord Peters looked stunned.  “I think if you could carry a letter back to my parents saying I’ll be home soon and asking if they can get the banns read that might be best. That way no one in London will put two and two together to make five.”  “I’ll write one to enclose as well.” 

 

Mrs. Allinson entered the library hesitant to enter Walter’s very masculine domain but something must be said.  “Mrs. Allinson what can I do for you.”  “I’m worried about Julia and Joshua.  I’m afraid her father will never agree to such unequal match.”  Wilfred drew out a copy of his will and passed it to her.  “My cousin gets the proverbial shilling but Joshua will get the rest.  That way I protect my people.  I’d always hoped that Simon and Julia would make a match but that was not to be.  I don’t mind telling you and your husband verbally about this but Joshua isn’t aware of it so don’t broadcast it about too far or he’ll have every debutante and their mother in hot pursuit.” 

 

“Well the season is drawing to a close.  Have you met anyone you’d like to spend the rest of your life with?  You seem very close to Joshua sometimes.”  Julia went pink.  “It would be Joshua but it’s hopeless.  I don’t think he’d be acceptable to you and dad for a start.”  “If you think he could make you happy then I can accept him and you can leave your father to me.”  “I suspect he thinks he’s a commoner and I’m gentry which is another problem.”

 

“Well if you could be so obliging as to fall in love with an unmarried Earl or Duke and have them fall in love with you before the end of the season that would solve a lot of problems and might be easier than trying to bring Joshua up to scratch but if he proposes then I can offer you my support.”  Julia gave her mother a hug.

 

Mrs. Allinson reported back to Mr. Watt if Joshua offered then Julia would accept him.

 

The following morning found Julia, Jane and Jacqueline in the nursery.  Joshua’s attention was totally taken up by checking his calculations.  Jacqueline's by the hairbrush she was using to brush Julia’s hair.

 

“Monsieur Joshua Mademoiselle Julia is beautiful is she not?”  The single word “Yes.”  escaped Joshua’s lips. “Then it is a tragedy that she has not received an offer during a season.  Surely every beautiful girl should receive at least one offer during their season?”

 

There was a silence.  Joshua blinked and Jane prompted him.  “I think Jacqueline is expecting you to make Julia an offer.  Neither Jacqueline nor myself can make one.” 

 

Joshua turned and theatrically got down on one knee before Julia.  “Will you marry me?”  “I’m grateful for the honour you bestow on me by asking.”  Joshua relaxed and looked at Jacqueline as if to say are you happy now when he heard the words “And why did in take you so long.  Of course I accept your proposal.” 

 

“Miss Jane Brown if you please.”  “Lord Highgate I assume?”  Harold blinked “How did you know my name?”  “Jane mentioned a Harry, a third son, who was helpful on her trip north and I must offer my condolences on the death of your father and two brothers in a boating accident.  If you’d just like to step this way my Lord I’ll see to the matter.”  Dobbs first sent Mr. Watt in to see Lord Highgate.  “Jane could you deliver refreshments to the drawing room please for three?”  Dobbs went down to the cellar to dig out the champagne. 

 

“Lord Highgate welcome.  I take it you wish to ask for Jane’s hand in marriage?”  Jane entered the room carrying a tray which she put down and looked expectantly at Lord Highgate.  “Well I’d like to but mother might be a problem.  She’s expecting me to marry someone with money.”  Mr. Watt looked thoughtful.  “Jane has been very helpful organising a canal for me and finding someone for Julia.  Would a dowry of thirty thousand in Canal shares be acceptable do you think?”  Lord Highgate blinked  “More than enough.”  “You’d better ask her then.”   

 

Jane looked at the pair of them.  “Could I just accept the shares?”  Mr. Watt grinned “Why not.  I’ll leave you to discuss the matter shall I?”  Lord Highgate looked to be in a state of shock.  “Well are you going to ask me or not?”  “I’d better before some other fortune hunter gets in first.  Will you marry me?”  Jane wrinkled her nose up before giving him a hug and a kiss.  “Of course I will.”  Mr. Watt looked fondly on at them.  He’d got his money for the canal which was all he cared about and in some ways it was nice not to worry about the money he’d won in the bets.  All in all he was content.  He’d got rid of his problem heir and settled the future of the estate nicely. 
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