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The day is still young when Father walks into my office at the bank and takes a seat on the other side of my desk. His face appears to be lighter than it has been since the war with the United States first stirred in 1812. 

“It is over,” he tells me with a sigh. “The government has decided to come to an agreement with the United States and bring our men home.”

I nod my head and smile. “Then we are no longer under any obligation to loan money to the Prince Regent’s Monetary Commission?”

“Correct.” 

My father, George Barton, founded this bank more than thirty years ago and since that time has grown it to a size that was quite respectable. That is, until the war broke out and the government needed loans from individual banks to help fund the hostilities. We have loaned nearly one hundred thousand pounds to the British government and they have pledged to pay it all back with interest. However, that process could take years to complete.

“When can we expect the government to begin repayment, Father?”

“Next month, from what I am told by a friend in the House of Lords. They are intent on trying to keep the banks from folding due to the enormous debt imposed by the government.”

“The charter was a cudgel, sir,” I remark. “They used it effectively to bring us to heel and get whatever they wanted from us.”

“They did,” he agrees. “However, it was our duty as loyal subjects to be willing to contribute to the effort, Jonathan. We might have disagreed in the amounts and the haste they required, we have survived.”

“Some banks have not,” I point out. “They will leave a considerable scar upon the financial sector for some time.”

Smaller banks were relentlessly bombarded with requests from the government to give more and more money to the war effort. Unfortunately, there is a limit to how much liquidity a bank has on hand, and some of them were forced to sell their own stocks and bonds to attempt to raise more capital. This in turn caused the collapse of a handful of the banks and the retraction of their charters by Parliament. It isn’t fair that it happened, but Mr. Tummels and his ilk at the Monetary Commission are not the sort to mourn the loss of any small banks.

“The Bank of London was insulated from the most ardent requests,” my father admits. “The political landscape would have been a bloodbath had they required a small fraction of their holdings.”

I grimace. “The arses in Parliament keep their fortunes there, Father. They would not dare put their own money at risk over a war.”

He nods his head and smiles. “Still, here we are. We will be rewarded for our survival.”

“Rewarded,” I scoff. “Not as much so as we should be rewarded.”

“Perhaps not, but there are other opportunities that have revealed themselves now that the war is over, Jonathan.” 

I raise an eyebrow. “What sorts of opportunities?”

My father places his hand on the desk and clasps them together. “I need you to make ready to travel to Manchester the day after tomorrow with Clara to the Barnard estate there.”

“Travel? Why?”

“You are to be their guests there for two weeks while you negotiate an agreement to open a bank in Manchester. It appears that there have been smaller banks there that have collapsed under the weight of the war’s demands and Malcolm Barnard believes he has the ability to form a new bank with us that will be very profitable. As a matter of fact, he has already purchased two of the former banks’ charters and begun building a base of support.”

“We would fund this venture?” I ask. 

“In part, yes. Of course, this would come with certain understandings between us.”

“And, you would prefer that I negotiate such things? Perhaps you would serve as the better arbiter of what would be an acceptable arrangement, Father?” I look across the desk at the elder Barton and nod my head.

Shaking his head, my father replies, “You will one day be chairman of the bank’s board of directors, Jonathan. It seems that now would be the best time for you to begin taking up the mantle and determining what would best suit the bank’s interests. Besides, the Barnard’s are a young couple, in their early thirties, and they would be of like minds to you and your wife.”

“Able to see eye to eye and all that,” I say. He nods his head. “Sir, I appreciate the bravery you display by trusting that I will do what needs to be done, but it would be more prudent if you yourself were present for the discussions. The terms would be easier to produce if they know you are there.”

“They know me well enough, Jonathan. They know that you will arrive with whatever terms I will support along with the board of directors. That is all they need to know. You will do very well, son. I know you will.” He reaches across the table to shake my hand. I rise from my seat and take it. “See that we have the best possible position and that will be all that matters.”

“I will see to it, Father.” 

“I know you will.” He turns and walks toward the door and I follow him. Before leaving, he turns once again and says, “Consider this a holiday as well, Jonathan. The countryside in Manchester is beautiful and the Barnard’s will expect to show you around a bit. They are a kind family and more than willing to host their friends. You will be considered their friend, along with Clara, the moment you arrive.”

“Thank you, sir.” I watch as my father exits my office before I turn and walk back to my desk. Just as I have a seat, Oliver Smythe, another bank employee and my friend, walks in and approaches my desk.

“Your father was just here? Why?”

“The war is finally over,” I tell him. “And it seems that the government will begin repayment of its debt to us in the next month or two.”

Oliver smiles. “That is indeed good news, sir. Surely we should celebrate this wonderful announcement!”

“We should,” I reply, “But I will have to postpone any celebratory parties for the time being. Father says I am to travel to Manchester the day after tomorrow with Clara to meet with Malcolm Barnard there.”

“The Barnard’s of Manchester? Fuck’s sake, they are among the most powerful families in northern England, Jonathan. Why are you meeting him?”

“We will be opening a new bank there under the auspices of Mr. Barnard but with some backing by our own bank. This will apparently be a joint venture of sorts.” Sitting back in my chair, I add, “Father thinks I am ready to take on such responsibilities, though I would much prefer he come along to lend his vast experience on such matters.”

“He is very right, Jonathan. You are extremely confident about such a thing. I have watched you handle matters that would have been well beyond the capabilities of most men and come out the end victorious.”

“I thank you for your confidence, but it does not obscure the fact that Father is the better negotiator.” 

I complain about the idea of being the negotiator in this case, but what I am really concerned about is telling my dearest wife that we shall leave in less than two days. Clara has planned a luncheon on Saturday afternoon with some friends, but that will obviously no longer be possible due to what Father has requested of us. In a way, my wife has become my partner in this endeavour, though I doubt she would see it in this way once I tell her. 

“You should go home and make ready your departure, should you not?” Oliver asks. “I can keep watch over things here at the bank in your stead if you so desire.”

“A kind offer,” I tell him while putting a hand on his shoulder. “Are you certain you are willing to take on the extra work?”

He smiles. “For you, of course. I should wet my feet a little in that office before you take on your father’s role and then you move me up to bank manager.”

I chuckle. “You are so confident that such a thing will happen, sir?”

Oliver offers a wry smile. “Of course. After all, I will have sat in for you and gained a wealth of experience.” 

We both laugh and I shake the man’s hand before going to the office door to collect my coat and hat. “Take care of this place, then. I will see you again in two or three weeks, Oliver.”

“Save travels, Jonathan.” We shake hands again and I leave to
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