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Flowers of London


1882

 


Thaddeus Flowers awoke in a bed not his own,
head pounding. He’d definitely taken too much ale at the White
Horse last night, and was not entirely sure where he was. The pub
was in the Seven Dials, but he might be anywhere from there to
Chelsea.

Raking his fingers through his dark hair,
Thad sat up slowly. The dull light filtering in through the
curtains showed a respectable enough room; his clothes were draped
across a chair … on top of what looked like a petticoat.

Oh, dear god.

Thad looked at the sleeping figure next to
him. The young woman’s auburn hair was spread across the pillow,
her face serene in sleep.

A pretty girl. I wish I remembered her
name!

With movements that were far too practiced
even for his own liking, Thad slid out of bed without disturbing
the redhead. All clothes except for his boots were donned quietly.
Once outside the room, and the house, he would put on his boots and
walk away.

As he’d done so many times before.

Of course, that had been in America. Thad had
promised himself that he’d be better behaved once he moved to
London. But the women all seemed to adore his handsome face and
charming accent … and so, here he was again.

Tiptoeing out of what seemed to be a
respectable boarding house, Thad paused to slip on his boots and
get his bearings. There was Covent Garden, and Drury Lane. So, not
far from Seven Dials at all.

Very well, then.

Thad hailed a cab to take him back to his own
boarding house in Baker Street. During the ride, he reflected on
how he came to London in the first place.

 


Thaddeus Bartholomew Flowers was born in
Placerville, California, on July 4, 1861. His father, William, had
struck gold on his claim after many years’ effort and, upon doing
so, promptly married a young woman with aspirations toward social
climbing. While William was plain, with a long face and thinning
brown hair, his bride was a lively blonde girl with a quick laugh,
sparkling eyes, and a lush figure. She had caught his attention
some while back, and when he asked the girl’s father for permission
to call, it was given quickly. William was 26; his bride was ten
years younger.

Martha Jane Flowers’ insistence upon giving
Thad what William called a “high-falutin’ name” was born of those
aspirations. She was determined that her son would not grow up in
what the locals called Hangtown, a rough frontier sort of place
with a single main street comprised mainly of saloons. The local
constabulary was aided by the kind of rough justice that saw
vigilantes throwing rope nooses over tree limbs and taking matters
into their own hands. This was not, Martha Jane proclaimed
regularly, the kind of environment in which one might raise a
gentleman. So, the family moved to San Francisco.

It must be said that Martha
Jane’s concept of what constituted a gentleman came directly from
the pages of her favorite romance novels; she had a subscription to
Placerville’s tiny lending library, and devoured books like
Pride &
Prejudice, Five Weeks in a
Balloon, or Miss
Marjoribanks almost as soon as they were
available.

Thaddeus was not inclined toward school; he
was more of a dreamer. He wanted to have adventures of the sort he
read about in the dime novels. He greatly admired the soldiers he
saw strolling in and out of the Presidio of San Francisco in their
uniforms, and entertained the idea that the army might be a ticket
to such adventure one day. He didn’t seem to notice the suffering
veterans of the War Between the States, only six years past. His
child’s mind thought only of the glamour of seeing new places.

This was Martha Jane’s greatest legacy to her
son: an ambition to see bigger and better things, and to leave the
whole idea of small towns behind.

During Thad’s eleventh year, William and
Martha Jane welcomed a baby daughter to the household. Lavinia
Clementine Flowers was the apple of her parents’ eye, and Thad
alternated between feeling like a proud older brother and as though
he were invisible. So much focus was on the new baby, who was
somewhat unexpected. Thad was old enough to understand that Martha
Jane thought she could not have another child. The little girl’s
blond curls and blue eyes seemed to enchant everyone who saw
her.

Then the measles came to San Francisco.
Miraculously enough, neither of the children caught the disease.
Martha Jane, who had gone to help nurse a neighbor’s child, came
down with it. She stayed with that neighbor in order to avoid
exposing her own children.

She never came home.

After Martha Jane’s death, William Flowers
didn’t spend much time mourning. With two children at home, one of
them a baby who still needed the bottle, he needed to find a wife.
There was one young woman who decided that William’s wealth was
more than adequate inducement to put up with what she privately
called “an ugly face attached to a couple of brats”; Melanie Carson
Dennis was entering her second season and about to turn twenty.
With her glossy black hair, willowy figure, and brilliant green
eyes, she could not have been more different from the late Martha
Jane in appearance if she tried. She also differed from Martha Jane
in that she never cared for books; they required too much
effort.

Thaddeus hated her.

 


On his eighteenth birthday, Thaddeus left
home. William gave him an advance on his inheritance and wished him
well. Thad chose London as his destination, working his way across
country on the railroads until he could get passage on a ship.
During his time on the rails, he became interested in mechanics,
and got an idea for an airship. In his spare moments, he created
drawing after drawing of the device.

Thad’s sketches showed a ten-person gondola,
painted white and trimmed with gold around the top and on the
rudder. The gondola was painted with beautiful creatures from
mythology, like Pegasus and Unicorn, and hung from three large
balloons in shades of pink and blue to match the other decorations.
The idea behind the airship was to lighten the traffic of London
streets; it didn’t have to go very high, Thad reasoned, just above
the buildings. Notes on the side of his first drawing indicated
that lap rugs and warm drinks would be provided to passengers, and
that eventually a fleet of the ships would parallel the routes of
the horse-drawn omnibuses that covered the city.

Thad kept up a correspondence with his
younger sister; Vinie was the only one he wrote to anymore. Vinie
confided that she kept his letters secret, her ten-year-old’s
enthusiasm making a game of the whole thing. She also told him that
she thought his flying machine idea was “just grand,’ and that she
hoped one day to see it in action.

 


As the cab passed the Tower of London, Thad
envisioned his beautiful airship sailing overhead to dock there.
Perhaps even Her Royal Majesty would ride in the painted gondola,
traveling through the sky instead of stuck in a carriage! She could
take the airship from Buckingham to the Tower and be there in a
trice!

Right now, Thad needed to worry about the
present instead of either the past or the future.

His landlady, Mrs. Hudson, had introduced him
to a fellow boarder. That peculiar chap was interested in all
manner of science, so Thad showed him the sketches he’d made. Young
Mr. Holmes had drawn a circle around the three balloons and written
“This won’t be practical; how will you heat them equally?” in a
tidy hand. That led to a lengthy discussion about engineering the
airship, as well as what fare to charge (“How will you beat a
half-penny seat on the omnibus,” Holmes asked). There was so much
more to it than Thad had first thought.

In the end, Holmes recommended that Thad
visit the Crystal Palace to see the electricity exhibition. That
might be just what he needed to get his concept off the ground,
both literally and figuratively. And that was the plan for
today.

But first, Thad needed to take care of his
hangover.

He paid the cab driver and went into the
boarding house, hoping against hope that Mrs. Hudson would still be
abed.

His prayers were dashed when the formidable
lady met him in the hallway.

“Breakfast is waiting for
you on the sideboard, Mister Flowers. I was rather concerned when
you did not come home last night; your supper went to
waste.”

“My apologies, Mrs. Hudson.
The time got away from me, you see, and I stayed with a
friend.”

“A friend. Is that what you
call those women, Mr. Flowers?” Thad wasn’t sure, but he thought he
saw a hint of a smile on the woman’s face. “In any event, sir, please
do break your fast. And let me know if you’ll be, er, staying with
a friend again this evening so that I may plan
accordingly.”

Thad dared a little smile of his own. “Yes,
ma’am.”

After bolting his breakfast, Thad went up to
his rather messy room to change clothes and shave. He hoped to talk
with someone like Thomas Edison or Nikola Tesla at the exhibition;
surely one of those greats would give him the information he needed
to set his idea in motion. He grabbed his plans from a precariously
tall stack of books, put them into a portfolio, and ran out to hail
yet another cab for Hyde Park.

 


Inside the Crystal Palace, there were more
exhibits than he could ever have imagined: nine different kinds of
lightbulbs, just for a start. To his chagrin, neither Edison nor
Tesla were present; they were represented solely by their
inventions and an assistant here and there showing off various
devices.

An exhibit showing an electric motor caught
Thad’s attention, and he looked around for the man who had invented
it. Surely that would be the answer to at least part of his
problem. There was no scientist to be seen … but there was a young
woman, dark-haired and wasp-waisted in a fashionable gown of
celadon green and wine brocade. Perhaps she was the inventor’s
daughter
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