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Burton looked through the mail and opened the letter from the earl's aunt.  He quickly skimmed through it.  Her husband had died and she was asking for someone honest who could go through the books and sort things out as she wasn't sure where to even start.

 

“A letter from your widowed aunt my Lord requesting an honest person who knows their sums to help her sort out the estate.”  “Do we have such a person we can spare?”  “I'd thought of the Hoskin's child.  He's fourteen now so time he left school.”  “Ah yes the troublemaker.  Yes, yes he'll do nicely.”  “It's a hundred miles or so.  I thought about sending him on your brother's old charger?”  “Excellent idea, he's only eating his head off since my brother died of his wounds.  Yes yes see to it.”

 

He'd been trying to think what to do with the Hoskin's boy for sometime.  He was a great believer in not employing anyone brighter than yourself and he'd shown up the Earl more than once by innocently quoting his own words back at him in a throw away manner.

 

A footman was sent down to the school to retrieve the lad, a letter was written for him to carry with him and a groom dispatched to collect his clothes from his parents cottage and to let them know the Earl had work for him.

 

Tom stood in the stable yard and looked at the tall horse in front of him.  The head groom looked him over.  “Given you money to pay your way have they?”  “Yes Mr. Grimshaw.”  “Money belt?”  “No just a purse.”  The head groom pulled out an old money belt out of a satchel.  “Right lad, clothes in the satchel, split your money up and put some in the money belt where it is difficult for your pockets to be picked.  Ridden a horse before?”  “No Mr. Grimshaw.”

 

“Well Percy will look after you.  Start by walking him and you'll be fine.  I'd best find you a pair of riding boots.  They'll stop your calves rubbing and give a bit of protection as well.  Look after them mind.  I'll find you some dubbin and a rag to take with you.  Look after your boots and they’ll look after you.  Treat them right and they'll keep you dry.  Now then you'll need a few sugar lumps for Percy to take with you but for now feed him a quarter of an apple before you mount him.”

 

Ten minutes later Tom found himself walking out of the stable yard on Percy's back.  It looked a long way down.  His instructions were to keep the spire of the next village in sight then he couldn’t go wrong.  He just hoped the list of villages all had visible spires and it wasn’t misty on the way.  As they rode through the gates on to the highway Percy decided to change from a walk into a slow mile eating canter.  Tom hung on and gradually felt more comfortable on the moving horse. 

 

By late afternoon Tom was growing hungry and stopped to ask a ploughman if he knew where he could stay for the night.  “Well the missus can probably find you summat to eat and there’s a shed for the horse if he doesn’t think it’s beneath him to share with a couple of draught horses.”  Tom was taught how to groom Percy as the ploughman noticed Tom had no idea.  “An odd horse for a young lad such as yourself to be riding.”  “It’s the earl’s brother's cavalry horse.  His master died and he’s a bit long in the tooth according to the head groom.  I’m off to work for the Earl’s aunt and I think it was a matter of get rid of both of us.”  “He’s got a good few years left him in yet though.”  Tom had been told how much to spend on accommodation and he offered the amount to the ploughman’s wife.  “You’ll be sleeping on the rug in front of the fire mind.”  “I’m used to it and no doubt you can find a use for the money.”   

 

“Now then lad sing for your supper.  Tell us tales from the big house.”  “Is it true the staff have meat to eat everyday?”  Tom tried to remember everything he could about the big house and the house parties they held.  Even he had been taken on to do the rough work out of sight of the guests.  Next morning bright and early he set off.  Buried in his satchel wrapped in his clothes to keep it warm was a pasty same as the ploughman had for his lunch. 

 

A roughly garbed man stepped out on the highway in front of them holding a shotgun.  “Stand and deliver.”  He cried, Percy saw the gun and did what he’d been trained to.  He charged directly at the man and quickly knocked him down.  His hooves lashed out as he went.  The shotgun went off, Percy turned and attacked the footpad again.  Tom looked down at the man and wondered what to do.  He really didn’t have much control over Percy so thought the best thing would be to continue on his way.  He took a detour round the next village though. 

 

On the second night on the road he stayed at a small inn and watched the domino players as they laid out the dominoes on the table.  In the corner a pair of old soldiers were throwing darts at a target.  After he’d eaten his slice of pie he supped his half pint of ale slowly.  “Well Ben won’t be dropping in any more.”  “Got taken up did he?”  “No I reckon he bit off more than he could chew.  My guess is he tried a hold up and got ridden down for his trouble.”  “They won’t be looking too hard for whoever did for him then.”  “The magistrate was all for hunting him down to give him a medal.”  “Aye he’s been after Ben for a good while now.” Tom sat quietly in the corner keeping his head down and thinking the least he said the better. 

 

As they turned through the gates Percy decided to make a proper entrance and broke into a trot up the drive.  Tom bounced a bit and felt decidedly unbalanced, he felt the grooms eyes on him as Percy trotted up past the front door to where the groom stood.  At last someone who knew horses.  “Been riding long?”  The groom asked.  “Three long days from the Earl’s estate.”  “Anyone taught you to ride?”  “Just Percy, he’s been doing his best and we get along not too badly but I’m glad we’ve arrived. I’ve a letter for the Earl’s aunt.”  “Best not keep her waiting then.  I’ll look after your horse.  Just remember to take your boots off at the kitchen door and you’ll be fine.” 

 

Tom took his boots off at the kitchen door and entered.  He asked to speak to Mrs. Gilmour and was led into her presence where he handed over his letter.  “How old are you?”  She asked “Fourteen madam.”  “The insult, I asked for help and he sends me a schoolboy, still let’s try you out.”  She pulled out a set of ledgers “What do you make of these?”  Tom looked at them “Well some entries appear to be entered twice.”  “I knew they didn’t add up to the cash in hand but that is something I hadn’t considered.”   “Right then you can sort them out but first we’d better find you somewhere to sleep.”  She rang the bell.  “Saunders, put the young gentleman in the blue room and assign a maid to sort out his clothes.  First though a bath I think.  You’ll dine with me in the evening so we can discuss what you’ve found during the day and with staff for breakfast and lunch during the day.”

 

Tom was led off.  “Right bath next to the kitchen, are these the only clothes you have?”  Tom nodded “I just have a spare shirt and pants.” “Well these will never do, they’re short in the arm for a start.  I’ll sort out some more for you.”

 

“My husband looked after all the money side of things so when he died I didn't know where to start.  My steward left because he said he couldn't stand working for a woman who didn't know what she was doing so your job is to explain it all to me.”  Tom looked through the ledgers then explained as best he could what the numbers meant and why the steward had wanted to buy a new bull when they already two.  He made a comment that there seemed to be a large investment in a canal but he hadn’t seen any dividends.  “Oh that was my husband’s pet project.  He thought it would benefit the estate being able to get produce to market quicker and cheaper.  I don’t recall seeing anything recently about it though.”  Tom made a note to investigate the canal company. 

 

“Thank you for your patience.  So that you know more of the background I'll have staff explain to you what they do.  Now we’ll have the bank manager come up to see us and see if you can handle all the bank things.  If only he could sort out the kitchens as well.  I’m sure they’re both beyond me.”  “Kitchens?”  “My husband used to have an excellent chef but he was lured away by a promise of double his pay.  I wasn’t going to get into a bidding game and I’d just arranged a new range for him as well.”  The bank manager when he arrived suggested a joint account so Tom could run the account for the estate and he promised to keep an eye on things so her money would be safe. 

 

The word went out Tom was to be trained in everything so he could understand how things came together.  The head groom thought he'd better learn to ride properly first before anything else.  The maids thought it was most important that he should learn to dance.  Still it slowly unfolded as it became more apparent that explaining needs to Tom meant money was forthcoming so the various departments explained their workings and made suggestions.  Slowly Tom was able to take things from different parts and combine them to gain efficiencies.  A number of new staff were hired, one groom was a noted fiddler, a governess was hired to help with the accounts and in the evening she’d play the piano for Mrs. Gilmour. 

 

The blacksmith stood outside his smithy as Tom rode up to have Percy re-shod.  “Heard anything about the canal?”  “Not especially.”  “Well I know Mr. Gilmour thought it very important but they haven’t paid me for three months now and that’s more time than I’d like to give them.  I can’t afford to keep working for them if I don’t see any money soon even though they’ve plenty of work that needs doing.”  “Give it a couple more weeks and I’ll see what I can do.” 

 

Tom spoke to the foreman who said he wasn’t certain but the signs were there.  He gave Tom a copy of his list of outstanding things that needed doing together with an estimate on each.

 

Tom did the sums.  The canal would need more money than they had on hand so they’d need to mortgage the estate.  Mrs. Gilmour looked at his troubled face.  “Well how bad is it?  Have we lost the lot?”  “I’ve inspected what work they’ve done and talked to the workmen.  They didn’t allow enough contingency money and the foreman reckons they need at least another twenty five thousand to complete the canal.  The trouble is not enough shareholders will agree to a new issue of shares.  One or two companies have gone under when someone ran off with the money.  Without the money the canal goes bankrupt and everyone loses everything.  At the moment the shares are trading for a fraction of what they sold for originally.”  “So what do you suggest?”  “Either write off the investment or…”  “My husband thought it was a good investment so tell me the or.”  “We take a mortgage out on the estate and use the money to buy up enough shares to gain a majority.  Then the company has a rights issue which is an invitation to the existing shareholders to buy more shares.  We use the money to complete the canal.”  “Well it was my husband’s dream after all.  Just arrange it.” 

 

Tom entered the bank and asked to speak to the manager.  The clerk looked down his nose but the manager was walking by and came forward and ushered him into his office.  “You look like a man who wants to borrow money.”  “Mrs. Gilmour wishes to mortgage the estate.”  “Why on earth would she want to do that.  Wants to buy some shares no doubt in some company or other.”  “Her husband brought some shares years ago in a canal company and they’ve run out of cash.  If we mortgage the estate then we can buy some of the other shareholders out at a discount and create a rights issue so the company can complete the canal.”  “Which one?”  Tom named the company.  The manager sat back in his chair and pondered.  It would bring more trade and money into the area that was certain which meant more money for the bank.  “Right what we’ll do is loan the company the money to complete the work backed by Mrs. Gilmour’s mortgage.  Continuing with the workmen in place is always best and cheapest in the long run.  We’ll need Mrs. Gilmour’s signature on the mortgage document.  Now how much do you need?”  Tom brought out his sheet of paper.  “This is the figure needed to complete the canal and this is my estimate of how much we’ll need to buy out enough shareholders to put through the rights issue.”  “But if you had a bit more and the canal pays off you’d make more money buying more shares?”  “Well yes but I don’t think the estate is worth quite that much.”  “You’re borrowing with collateral so a much safer bet than some Lord or other’s word.  I’ll draw up the documents for the larger amount.  They’ll be ready tomorrow.”  “I’ll send the carriage down for you at shall we say ten?” 

 

Tom sent the carriage for the bank manager who arrived with the documents ready for signature.  “Now you understand that the mortgage must be paid back with interest?”  “Oh yes Tom explained it all to me and the money is needed for the canal which my husband’s dream so in his memory I’d like it to see that it is built.”  Tom was dispatched to London to visit the canal company’s manager but first he stopped by the foreman and gave him £100.  “I should have more shortly but give a bit to everyone on account.”  “Aye I can do that.  That’ll make my life easier that’s for sure.” 

 

“I work for Mrs. Gilmour and I’m here to talk about the canal.”  “I haven’t any good news I’m afraid.”  “I thought if we could arrange a rights issue that might be enough to complete the canal.”  “Can’t be done.  I’ve talked to the shareholders and the majority aren’t interested.  They think it’s good money after bad.”  “I have funds and wondered if I could buy enough shares to give us fifty one percent so put a rights issue through.  I’ve arranged for a working capital loan with my bank to keep you in business whilst we get everything set up.”  “It’ll cost you a bob or two.  How much do you have available?”  Tom gave him the numbers.  “Right then I’ll send a newsletter out saying unless fifty one percent of the shares agree to a rights issue then we can expect to go bankrupt by the end of the month.  I’ll also mention a young lad up from the country has caught the canal fever and been asking about shares in a canal company and I might be able to persuade him to purchase shares if anyone cares to sell.  My recommendation will be to hold the shares and agree to a rights issue.  That should panic them into selling.  Come back in two days time and we’ll see what the response has been.” 

 

That evening he had money in his pocket and he thought he’d like to dine out and visit a London theatre but where to go?  He was thinking about it when a young maid approached him.  “Looking for a good time then?”  “How did you guess.  I thought to visit a theatre but I’ve no idea what’s on.”  She looked at him blankly.  “You having me on?”  “No have you any suggestions?”  She looked him up and down carefully.  You had to be able to size someone up quickly in her line of work.  “We’d best collect Edith first.  She’s a governess and it’s her half day same as me so come with me and we’ll see if she’s available.” 

 

Edith looked him up and down.  “Will I pass?”  “I’m not sure but Molly said there was a chance of a theatre visit so we’ll take a chance on you.  I’ve sharpened up my hat pin just in case.”  “Would you care to eat first?”  “What sort of establishment were you thinking about?”  “Well with two charming girls to show off which would you recommend?”  He felt her soften towards him.  “Well Molly he says all the right things.  Shall we eat with the toffs tonight?”  “Yeah lets.  Our money is as good as theirs.”  

 

The head waiter frankly stared at the sight of the three of them.  “Show him your purse.”  Suggested Edith.  Well it was Tuesday night and the place was half empty.  “If you’d care to follow me sir.”  He led them to a table that gave them a view of the other diners but wasn’t so obvious to them.  He snapped his fingers and a waitress arrived.  “See to them.”  He commanded then strolled off to attend more important customers.  “What would you recommend? We’re off to the theatre afterwards.”  The waitress looked at them, “Well the Coq Au Vin turned out well.”  She looked at Tom’s face, “I made it under the direction of the chef and it’s as good as anything he puts together.”  She spotted Molly puzzled look, “Chicken in wine, except we give it a French name so as to double the price.”  Molly’s eyes opened wide.  “Why don’t I serve you three different dishes then you can sample each one?”  Edith smiled, “That sounds like an excellent idea.”  Then she looked at Tom “That is if our banker thinks so.”  “Bring them on.”  They started with three different soups, the waitress supplied them with two extra spoons each so they could sample each others soups.  The dishes follow each other quickly.  “Normally I’d spread them out but since you’re off to the theatre afterwards I’m just going to keep them coming.”  At the end Tom sat back in his chair “I think that was a feast fit for a gourmet.”  The waitress dipped him a curtsey.  “All my own work.”  “Come and see me at the Red Lion tomorrow morning at say nine o’clock?”  “I think that can be arranged.  Now off you go and enjoy your visit to the theatre.”  “I’m almost too full to move.”  Complained Molly.  “No peace for the wicked.  You’re my chaperon so up you get.” 

 

At the Theatre Royal the box office offered seats in the stalls, dress circle, upper circle or balcony.  Tom looked to Edith for guidance.  “Balcony is where I usually sit but it is a long way from the stage.  The stalls can be a bit rowdy, the upper circle isn’t bad but the dress circle, that’s where the nobs sit, and it has the best view.”  “The dress circle it is then.”  He turned to the box office clerk “Three seats in the dress circle please.”  She looked round to see if anyone was watching then slid three tickets discreetly across the counter.  “They’re house seats so enjoy.”  She whispered.  Tom thanked her and discreetly returned a shilling back to her. As the climbed the stairs he spoke.  “We have been given house seats whatever they are.”  “The theatre always holds back half a dozen seats in case a very important person arrives unexpectedly.  Sometimes mere mortals get sold them at the last minute.”  replied Edith.   

 

They got frowns from some of the other members of the audience who were dressed in formal evening wear but once the lights dimmed and the performance started they could no longer see the frowns.  Edith thoroughly enjoyed the play, Molly fell in love with the leading man and Tom found he enjoyed watching the reactions of his two companions almost as much as the play. 

 

The next morning Tom was eating breakfast in the dinning room when Gabrielle arrived and sat opposite him.  She took a professional view of the dishes being served.  “So you want me to work for you in the country?”  “Not for me, Mrs. Gilmour whom I work for.  She's an elderly widow who I think will enjoy your cooking.”  “Does she entertain?”  She was titled before she married someone in trade.”  “So the county set no longer call.  Still I can fix that.  Describe the kitchens and current staff.”   Tom did the best he could but he didn't know the kitchens at all well but his answers seemed to satisfy Gabrielle.  “Bon when do we set off?”  “I'm returning Thursday morning.”  “Good I'll be there.”   “But don't you have to give notice?”  “I'll burn something Wednesday evening then Henri will sack me on the spot.  I'll be at the coaching inn in good time Thursday morning.”

 

He watched her depart and hoped he was doing the right thing.

 

Wednesday he met up with the canal manager.  He or rather Mrs. Gilmour now owned three quarters of the canal company's shares at an average cost of a fifth of their original value.  He left money to cover a rights issue then returned to the inn.

 

Thursday morning he was at the coaching inn bright and early as was Gabrielle.  He lifted her bag up to be stored in the boot of the mail coach remarking it was quite heavy.  “My knives and my pans for sauces, the tools of my trade.”  She explained.  Then they were off exactly on time according to the church clock as they passed it well the hour was right at least. 

 

Tom asked Gabrielle what the French word was for various objects they could see through the window.  In turn she asked him what the English words were and in this manner time seemed to fly by until the coach lurched to a halt as a shot was fired.

 

The guard closed his eyes for a moment or two only to be awakened by the cry of “Stand and deliver.”  The coach door was thrown open.   “Everyone out!” Gabrielle stepped out and walked towards one of the robbers swinging her hips and asking questions in French which confused the robber.  She battered her eyelashes at him and stepped closer still.  He gave a cry then collapsed on the ground blood spurting from his side.  “Here what you gone and done?”  Demanded the second robber.  The guard took his chance scooped up his shotgun and shot the second robber.   Gabrielle wiped her knife clean on the robbers shirt sleeve.  Tom led her gently away.  “I’m fine.”  She said “Well yes but let the guard play the hero and we can get out of here with fewer questions.”   She slid the knife back in its sheath on her thigh through a slit in her skirt.  “Do you always travel with such lethal weapons?”  “In Paris a girl had to be very careful.”  The guard used his toe to kick both robbers.  “They ain’t going nowhere in a hurry.”  Tom commented “He must have fallen on a knife he was carrying.”  “Undoubtedly” Agreed the guard the alternative that a woman could have dealt such a ruthless blow was clearly unpalatable to him. “Shouldn’t we patch up their wounds?” asked a governess who was travelling on the outside of the coach to save money.” “You want to stay and look after them go ahead but the mail must get through and we’ll be off any second now.  I’ll have someone from the next inn come back to patch them up so they can be hanged.”  The governess elected to stay on the coach. 

 

Later the investigating magistrate concluded that the knife must have been stolen before he reached the two bodies but he wasn't too worried, the two robbers might have lived with a bit of medical attention but they'd both have been hanged so in the long term the outcome was the same.

 

They hired a trap at the inn to cover the last three miles home.  Tom drove it round to the kitchen door and a groom came over from the stable to return it later to the inn.  They entered via the kitchen door and Gabrielle looked round.  “This is much better than you led me to believe.  A modern range no less.”  She inspected everything.  The housekeeper came out to see what the fuss was about.  “She can cook so I brought her home.”  “Has the mistress agreed?”  

 

“We should seek her out Mr. Tom.”  Tom led the way to the drawing room where Mrs. Gilmour could generally be found.  “Mrs. Gilmour I have returned.”  “Is this your young lady?”  “Mais non!”  blurted Gabrielle.  Mrs. Gilmour switched into French and soon Tom has no idea what was being said as both spoke back and forth in rapid French.  Gabrielle seemed to be in raptures though.  She turned to him “And now the new range and I must get to know each other a little better before I attempt the more complex dishes madam has requested.”

 

Gabrielle walked down with him to visit the foreman. She was curious about this canal that had him travelling to London.  “It should all be a matter of time now. They need to do some paperwork and send the funds to you but that’s all.”  “The men are a bit unsettled.  There’s talk that a competitor is offering real cash wages.”  Gabrielle looked round at what the men were eating.  “I can cook for them if Tom can set up a table for them outside.  Bring them up this evening for their supper.  That’ll keep them on site.”  As they walked back Tom asked wasn’t cooking for so many a massive task.  “Five or fifty it doesn’t really matter and with your range it shouldn’t be a problem.”  She set her staff to work once she returned and Tom carefully kept out of the way. 

 

That evening Tom crossed his fingers as he sat down to dine with Mrs. Gilmour.  He needn’t have worried Mrs. Gilmour ate everything placed in front of her and then demanded Gabrielle’s presence to compliment her cooking.  She curtsied and said she’d relay the compliment to the kitchen staff who had helped her prepare the meal. 

 

The next day Tom noticed a wagon leaving for the canal.  On it was a barrel of ale and pie dishes. “We’re off to feed the navvies with slices of pie and a half pint of ale each.”  Called down the pot boy.  Well that should stop the workers leaving at least he thought.  He came across Grimms the head gardener who was scratching his head.  “What’s to do?”  “That there young Frenchy wants me to grow some special seeds.  Says some will crop earlier than our main crop.  Others will be smaller peas if you will. Claude just took what I gave him but this one is more particular.  Mind you I ate with the navies last night.  For a women she can turn out a right good meal so I’d better see what I can do.” 

 

The canal was completed and Tom watched as the barges sailed by.  

 

Mrs Gilmour was feeling unwell and the doctor was summoned.  “It's not good news is it?”  “I'll be honest with you it's time to set your affairs in order.”  “Send for Timms then and I'll rest and save my strength until he arrives.”  Tom sent a carriage to collect Mr. Timms her solicitor.

 

“Can we stop the earl from inheriting?”  She asked him.  “The estate I think not.  He'll challenge the will and he can afford excellent lawyers but we might be able to keep some the money from him especially any cash.”  “It's all tied up in the canal shares.”  “That's it we can do it.  Well done Mrs. Gilmour.  Now all we need is a signature and that young man of yours to carry a letter to London.”  He quickly wrote the letter and had her sign it.  He witnessed the signature then left to enter the library where he sealed the letter.

 

He rang the bell and asked for Tom to the footman who answered.  “And get the kitchens to make him a hamper and he'll need a carriage forthwith to carry him down to take a post chaise.”  He walked back and forth praying he wouldn't be to late.  “Right lad carry this urgent letter to this address in London and hand it directly to the person it is addressed to.  You're to travel post and just keep travelling.  No staying at an inn overnight or anything.  Once in London you're to stay there for a month before returning understand?”  “No.”  “But you will in time so just go and stay down in London for a month.  I'll contact you in writing care of the canal manager if you’re needed here any earlier.”  In the stables the head groom pulled a face.  “Post chaise when we have Mr. Gilmour’s travelling coach, not on my life.  Pull it out and put on a full team of six.  Peter you’ll drive, Tom knows enough to spell you and just drive through the night, post chaise indeed.”  

 

Tom was bundled into the coach and Peter took the reins.  Alison, the head groom’s daughter, sat in the coach ready to bring the team back when they changed. Mary, the game keeper’s daughter, carried the shotgun next to Peter as she knew how to use it and was lighter than anyone else.  They set off at a trot Peter wanting to make them last the first two stages.  They drove through the night at a steady walk slower than they would have done during daylight but with only the lamps to guide them Peter wasn’t going to push his horses.  They travelled two stages with the team and Alison groomed and fussed over them at the inn when they left her behind.  “My babies you did well, now we’ll rest you for a day then set about returning home.”   

 

It started to rain at dawn so Mary slipped back into the carriage and Tom in waterproofs took over the driving whilst Peter snatched some sleep.  

 

They reached the outskirts of London so Peter took over and Tom tried to remember the way.  Mary called out to passers-by to see if they were on the right road much to Peter and Tom’s disgust.  Still it saved them a bit of time although they were loath to admit it.

 

They drew up outside the canal office just as the manager was entering for the day.  “Urgent letter you say.  I’d best take a look.  Take a seat for a moment.”  He scanned the letter.  “Right I have my instructions I’ll have my clerk sort you out lodgings for a month.  It shouldn’t be that difficult as the season is drawing to a close.”  He opened the office door.  “Smithers, sort out some comfortable lodgings for this gentleman and his companions for a month.  I suspect the carriage will want to be stored somewhere as well.”

 

Back at the inn Alison took her charges for a gentle walk, riding one and leading the others.  She was about to set off the following day when a light closed coach and pair drew up.  “I’ve two pairs ready which would you like?”  A head popped out of the carriage windows “We’ll take them both as a four horse team if you will.”  He had a self satisfied grin it seemed to Alison as the driver took off at a canter on the highway. 

 

It was barely twenty minutes later that a phaeton drew up and the driver demanded a change.  “I’ve nothing available until tomorrow when my horses have rested.  The last driver heading north took both my teams as a team of four.”  “Damn him.”  “Mr. Thomson isn’t it?”  Mr. Thompson looked round at Alison.”  “Alison, Mr. Gilmour’s head groom’s daughter.”  “I hear you’re after a team?”  “I hear there isn’t one to be found.”  “Well if you’re not above having me drive you I can find you a team.”  “I’m perfectly capable of driving myself.”  “You look as if you’ve been driving for hours and I know the road well besides they’re my babies, I’ve known them since they took their first steps.”  “Put them to then.”  Alison had the grooms help put the full team of six horses on the front of the phaeton.  She handed him her double barrelled gun.  “You’d better look after this.”  She took them out of the yard on a fast trot on a voice command.  “Can’t you go any faster.  He’s a younger son and it’s my daughter Harriet he’s abducted.”  “Don’t worry, he’s barely twenty minutes ahead and his driver was pushing the horses who have never worked as a team before.  They’ll be out of breath soon and with Campden Hill ahead they’ll struggle to get up the hill.”  Soon the closed coach came into view.  “If you have a horn now is the time to blow it.”  “That’ll make them aware we’re behind them.”  “The hope is he’ll break his horses into a canter again then they’ll never make the hill.”  Mr. Thompson blew his horn.  The driver in front looked over his shoulder.  A head popped out from the window and shouted at the driver to press on.  Then a pistol appeared and a shot was fired towards them. 

 

“Right hang on tight.”  Alison drove her team carefully keeping back but not falling behind either.  Camden Hill came and as she predicted the coach came to a stop.  The exhausted horses were unable to haul it up the hill.  She pulled up alongside the coach and they looked down through the window where a man held a pistol to Harriet.  “Thank you for the new team.  Now get down from the coach or she gets it.”  Mr. Thompson put the double barrelled gun down and got down from the phaeton.  The man stepped out of the coach “Come my dear let’s get moving.”  Alison’s whip suddenly lashed out at his gun hand jerking the gun away.  Mr. Thompson moved quickly and thumped the man hard.  Alison picked up the double barrelled gun and motioned the driver to get down.  Harriet stepped out of the coach and kicked the pistol away before hugging her father. 

 

“I’m not sure what to do with him.”  “Well you could take the price of a post chaise and pair back to London from his purse.  Then we could have his driver take the coach back without him to the inn.  With no money it won’t be comfortable for him.”  “I’ll give him a good hiding first.”  “He’s titled so I suggest not.”  Commented Alison.  She took some rope and tied his hands behind his back.  Then together with the driver they took him behind the hedge.  She sent the driver back to the others.  She gagged and blindfolded him first then removed his trousers before binding his legs up.  She gave him a good kicking in the ribs and one final kick in the groin.  Then she undid his arms and removed his jacket and shirt.  She carried his clothes a short way off and dumped them.  As she came back she put the boot in again.  “Fire a pistol at me would you.”  Before slipping through the hedge. 

 

“Right I suggest we carry on home and you’ll visit us for a day or two rather than be seen returning home to London.”  The driver looked on blankly.  “You’ll come with us.  Is it his carriage or rented?”  “Borrowed it he did from his brother.”  They’d need to get rid of it then. 

 

Mr. Thompson drove the coach following Alison in the phaeton with Harriet sat besides her.  When they arrived the house was in mourning.  Grimms met them at the door and Alison quickly explained what had happened.  “I’m very pleased to see you once again Miss Harriet.”  Harriet looked surprised, “You visited here with your parents when you were very young.  No doubt you’ve come to pay your respects to Mrs. Gilmour but left in such a rush you didn’t have time to purchase your blacks.  No matter.”  He clicked his fingers “Show Miss Harriet up to the green room and have the sewing maid attend her to dress her appropriately.”  Mr. Thompson arrived to overhear what had been said.  “Go on up my dear at this sad time.” 

 

Alison entered the stable looking for Joe.  Henry got up and ambled over to greet her.  “Hello Henry, missing your mistress are you?”  She rubbed him behind his ears and he nudged her legs content.  “Find Joe for me.”  She commanded and Henry led the way to where Joe was sat cleaning some tackle.  Alison sat down by him and Henry lay at her feet.   They sat quietly as the rain came down and the wind got up and made her confession to Joe, an ex-soldier who seemed very capable to her. “Joe I gave the man a good kicking.  He fired a gun at me and might have hit my babies.  I left him naked with his clothes hidden away to embarrass him.” She sank in his arms and sobbed her heart out at the idea that someone could be so cruel as to shoot at her babies.  “I’ll go and sort it all out in the morning.  Just tell me where it was exactly.” 

 

The next morning Joe set out on horseback across country not being exactly sure what he’d find.  He pushed through the hedge and found the right honourable stone cold and lying naked where Alison had left him.  A wet windy night would do that to a naked man.  He took out a spade and quickly buried the body in a shallow grave.  He took a sack and gathered up his clothes and looked round to make sure no incriminating evidence was about then rode off.  Meantime Alison had searched the coach looking for hidden pockets and found three purses. 

 

When Joe returned she asked him what should she do with the money.  “Well girl that’s the fare for bringing Harriet here I think and it would set us up nicely if we were to be wed.”  Alison glared at him, then shrugged.  “Well I suppose it’s the best proposal I’ll get.  Not even a bended knee.”  He scooped her up in his arms and kissed her just as the head groom came into the stables.  “Joe are we going to have words?”  “No dad, I’ve just accepted him.”  “Right then. Now what are we going to do about this driver and carriage?”  “If we repaint the carriage I can dispose of it.  The driver, well Anna’s a new widow with a daughter.  If she’ll have him I imagine he can work the quarry.  You said yourself we could do with a new driver up there.”  “Better than he swings I suppose.  I’ll take him over to Anna and see what she says.” 

 

The next morning they escorted Finlay down to Anna’s cottage.  “Morning Anna.”  “Is it?”  “Finlay here would like to ask for your hand in marriage.”  “Oh he would would he.  It looks like the first he’s heard of it to me.”  “It’s like this Anna, Finlay got into bad company and we’d like to reform him.  Find him a job driving the wagons up at the quarry and it would be convenient if you two were to be married.”  “Basically Anna if we report him to the magistrate he’ll swing.  One way or another he has to disappear.  It’s either marry you and work in the quarry or I’ll make sure he’ll disappear permanently.”  There was something about the way Joe just quietly said the words that made Finlay’s blood freeze.  Anna looked Finlay over.  “Waste not want not so if he’s handy round the house I suppose he’ll do.  Call the banns and if he’s made himself useful I’ll have him provided he doesn’t run off.”  “Oh I doubt he will.  Henry will soon track him down.”  Henry nuzzled Joe’s hand as he heard his name said.  “Well he can make a start by digging over that patch in the garden.”  “Happy Finlay?”  “Very happy.”  Finlay said nervously happy to be still alive as he picked up a spade and started to dig. 

 

Joe begged a few coins off Alison's hoard then set off with the repainted coach towards the next town.  He stopped by the widow of one of his comrades in arms and left the sack of clothing with her and a few coins.  Fiona looked through the sack and her eyes lit up.  She tried the boots on, a thick pair of socks and they’d fit perfectly.  The shirts were real quality, she could sell them but there again she could get out her needle and adjust them so she could wear them.  With a shawl over the top only Fiona would know they were there.  The waistcoat, well it was a bit flashy but with a dull shawl it would keep her warm.  She started to plan a dress for her daughter for Sunday best. 

 

Joe entered a tavern and played a few hands of cards winning a few and losing a few seizing up the players.  One he noticed was transparent when bluffing.  He looked at his cards and the pile of coins in front of his drunken opponent and put up the coach against his opponent’s pile in front of him.  His opponent laid down his cards and Joe declared he'd won placing his cards down on the table.  He got up and walked out of the pub.

 

Behind him a curious waitress looked at his cards before adding them to the pack as the table congratulated Dan on his winnings with cries of drinks all round.  Well she'd seen some odd things in her life and wondered how Dan was going to explain to his wife how he now owned a coach.  Still the landlord down the street would buy it off him.  Better still she'd buy it from him in his drunken state for her savings upstairs giving the money directly to his wife then sell it to the landlord herself.

 

Mary was open eyed.  “They’re selling rabbits.  God I could make my fortune at the prices they’re charging.”  “Well yes but you need to get them to London first.”  “And that’s expensive?”  “That’s expensive.”  “So the canal will make it cheaper?”  “Correct, we get to sell rabbits and they get to buy them.  We won’t get quite as much per rabbit as they sell on the street here but more than you’d get for them otherwise.”  “I never saw the need for digging that great ditch before but it sort of makes sense now.  Could you lend us a bob or two?  The choice of material is huge and the prices are much lower than home.”  Tom grinned “Don’t spend all your money at once.  There’ll be other markets and other vendors with a wider range of stock and lower prices.”  “You mean they don’t just have the one marketplace?  It’s big this place.  A girl could get lost in all the bargains.” 

 

Tom escorted Edith once more to the theatre.  During the interval they stopped by the bar to have a drink.  “Trouble ahead.  Can you dance?”  “Yes?”  “Who exactly is this man?”  Came a commanding voice.  “My cousin Tom, who has just agreed to attend the ball tomorrow night to make up the numbers.”  “Make sure he does.”  Tom felt a sense of impending doom.  As the Lady drifted off Edith murmured “Staff aren’t allowed followers.  She’s giving a ball tomorrow night and her niece will be there.  If you’re there she’ll at least have two dances.  Come to the kitchen about seven and I’ll have one of the valets sort you something out.”  

 

Tom remembered to pronounce everything just as Mrs Gilmour had taught him and soon he was dressed in the correct evening attire for the ball.  He just hoped he could remember the steps that the maids had been so insistent that he learnt.  A maid approached him “Edith asked me to guide you as to whom you should ask to dance.  She thought you might enjoy a few dances first to relax you before your duty dances.  If you follow me Lady Heath will make the introductions.”  Lady Heath looked him up and down with her lorgnette.  “You may ask me to dance first just to see if you know the steps.”  Tom thought back to the maids and their exacting standards.  He’d thought at the time it was just they liked the idea of dancing themselves.  Lady Heath was stately but they both performed the dance perfectly.  “I suppose I’d better share you.  Amelia let me introduce this young puppy to you.  No money I understand but he dances well.”  Amelia laughed and allowed herself to be talked into giving him a dance.  Lady Heath lined up his partners for him after each dance.  By the time Tom reached Edith it was the supper dance and she guided them to a small table for two. 

 

Tom felt very comfortable escorting Edith to the theatre.  “Would you like to go again?”  He asked hesitantly at the end of evening.  “Well sir it just so happens I have a half day off Wednesday next week.  We could meet up at lunchtime then feed the ducks?  Say half twelve at the bandstand?”  She kissed him quickly on the cheek and spun away into the house.

 

Tom was bemused and confused.  Next morning Mary looked at him across the breakfast table. “Fallen have you?”  He shook himself “Fallen?”  “Blue eyes has she?”  “No they're green.”  Mary laughed.  “You're seeing her again.”  “Feeding the ducks next Wednesday.”  “That's serious that is. She wants to be with you and she's not too concerned about you spending money on her.”  “Is that a good sign?”  “Depends if you want to make a match of it.”  “Married you mean?”  “Well the signs are there even if she hasn't admitted it to herself yet.”

 

Tom mentioned he was a steward to Mrs. Gilmour and he thought he earned enough to support a wife if Edith was willing.  Edith thought about it.  Well it wouldn’t be a big wedding such as her cousins were planning but on the other hand she’d have Tom.  “Come back to the estate before you make your mind up at least.” 

 

They arrived at the manor house and walked through to kitchen door uncertain of what their reception would be.  “You know that Mrs. Gilmour has died three days after you left?”  Tom nodded “It was expected.  Has the earl claimed the estate?”  “Wash your hands and eat first then the lawyer and the bank manager are anxious to speak with you.  They'll explain about the estate all in good time.”

 

By the time they’d finished eating Preece walked down to the kitchen to announce the solicitor was in the library if they’d be so kind as to join him.  “Mrs. Gilmour left everything to you.  When the Earl visited the bank manger had raised the matter of the outstanding mortgage on the estate which was far more than the estate was worth the Earl indicated he wouldn’t oppose the bank foreclosing.”  “But the gains in the canal shares will surely cover the mortgages.”  “Well yes you and I know that but I may have mentioned to the Earl that Mr. Gilmour had invested heavily in a canal company whose shares where trading for a fifth of their initial purchase value and there was a possibility that the company might well go under.”  Edith smiled at the bank manager and solicitor, “You mean Tom has inherited an estate with mortgages that are bigger than it’s value and lots of shares in a canal company that hasn’t actually opened yet?”  “But I’m certain Tom will turn it all round and we’ll get lots of fees out of him.” 

 

Edith followed Grimms from the drawing room.  “Where would you like to start?”  “A quick tour round the ground floor then at the bedrooms please.”  She walked through the dining room and through the library, there was a warm feeling to the house as if it was welcoming her.  The dozen bedrooms on the first floor looked to be in good repair although one set of curtains looked a little faded.  She twirled round in the master bedroom.  A passing maid grinned at Grimms who allowed himself a slight smile before he caught himself.

 

“Will it do?”  “Heavens I'd forgotten about the kitchens.  Lead on please.”  She looked round the kitchen and saw only Gabrielle.  “Do you have a chef?”  She asked.  “Regrettably there is only me.”  “Somehow I'd expected a French chef.”  The housekeeper smiled.  “We used to have one until one of the neighbours lured him away with the promise of a higher wage but now we have Gabrielle, she trained in Paris and is a far better chef than Henri ever was.”

 

Gabrielle gave a small curtsy.

 

She re-entered the drawing room.  “So will it do or would you like to buy a different house?”  The staff were absolutely silent awaiting her verdict.  “It will do perfectly.  Do you mind if we invite my cousins to the wedding?”  “Not at all.  When would you like to be wed?”  “I think that depends on your staff.  How much time do they want?  And what sort of celebration would they like?”  “We can start by having the banns read at least.”  Edith strolled across and gave him a hug.
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