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            Dedication

         
         
            This novel is dedicated to all the women who dream of being wallflowers.
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            Chapter One

         
         
            Germain’s Hotel

            Mayfair, London

            March 15, 1815

         

         Miss Cleopatra Lewis looked at her reflection with satisfaction. Her hair was pulled into a dowdy knot, and the jet beads
            encircling the high neck of her gown made her skin look sallow rather than interestingly pale.
         

         
         On the other hand, the black fabric made her hair turn from auburn to fire red.

         
         “I need a turban,” she told her dresser, who was scowling as if Cleo’s appearance gave her indigestion.

         
         “You must be jesting!” Gussie cried with all the horror of Lady Macbeth confronting her cowardly husband. “You’re trying to
            provoke me.”
         

         
         Cleo allowed a chill to creep into her voice. Years of managing her own fortune—including Lewis Commodes, the wildly successful, if indelicate, business she had inherited from her father—meant that she had long practice in squashing rebellion. Though Gussie, who had dressed her mother before her, had all the boldness of a member of the family. 

         
         “I am resolved, Gussie. A turban, if you please.”

         
         “You’ll look a proper quiz!” Gussie retorted. “Not that you don’t already, with that high neck.”

         
         “That’s the idea,” Cleo said, mustering patience. “I plan to be a wallflower while living in London, and it’s important to
            dress for the role.” She gave her maid an apologetic smile. “My appearance won’t reflect your abilities.”
         

         
         “You look like a crow as got his head stuck into a red paint pot.”

         
         “I am in mourning,” Cleo pointed out.

         
         “Your mother—heaven rest her—has been gone almost these ten months, so half mourning at the most. Your mourning gowns were
            respectable but never frumpish.” Gussie sucked in a dramatic breath. “It’s more than I can bear.”
         

         
         “You must bear it, just as I must bear the tiresome series of events that makes up the London Season,” Cleo said. “I promised
            my mother I would debut. But that doesn’t mean I have to collect a train of followers who will waste my time. The obvious
            solution is to become a wallflower.”
         

         
         “Barbarous,” Gussie moaned. But she began poking through a trunk to the side of the dressing table. “The only turban we have
            is a Mameluke cap, out of date these three years!”
         

         
         “Think of it as a new role. I couldn’t have a better maid, given your background in the theater,” Cleo said encouragingly.

         
         “You as a wallflower is a casting choice that I would never make. You was never meant to be a wallflower.” Gussie straightened, holding a limp length of gray fabric. “I didn’t care for this cap even when your mother dressed it up with feathers.” 

         
         “Costumes make the role,” Cleo reminded her. “Just think of how many plump Henry VIIIs turn out to be lean and hungry without
            their padding.”
         

         
         “What of your grandfather?” Gussie demanded, shaking out the layers of gray muslin that made up the turban. “The viscount
            will probably be mortified to find you looking like a quiz. You know how your mother regretted being estranged from him. Mrs.
            Lewis would want you to make the old gentleman happy, especially since you still haven’t managed to meet him.”
         

         
         Gussie’s right, her mother announced, deep in the recesses of Cleo’s mind. Cleo had been somewhat dismayed to find that in the months after
            Julia’s death, some errant part of her memory persistently offered up her mother’s commentary.
         

         
         It was because Cleo missed her so much, of course. Julia had dazzled: clever, witty, beautiful. Erratic, but always entertaining.

         
         “I’ll wear an ordinary gown to meet him tonight,” Cleo promised. “He and I have exchanged several letters. I warned the viscount
            that I have no wish to marry, and that I plan to be a wallflower when I join him at society events. He indicated that he will
            happily sit with me at the side of the room.”
         

         
         From what Cleo had gleaned through their correspondence, her grandfather, Viscount Falconer, was lonely and desperately sad about Julia’s death. Unfortunately, his daughter hadn’t bothered to stay in touch with her family after she married—and then it was suddenly too late. Julia had died without even knowing that her mother had passed away a few years ago. 

         
         One of Julia’s last wishes had been that her parents would launch their granddaughter into society, a prospect that Cleo did
            not find exciting. She would prefer to spend her time expanding Lewis Commodes into one of the most powerful business concerns
            in Europe, as well as learning French, improving her vocabulary, and visiting Paris once Napoleon was evicted.
         

         
         The prospect of joining the viscount for the Season didn’t make her nervous. Julia might have been a free spirit, but she
            periodically recalled that she was the daughter of a viscount. Cleo had mastered ladylike comportment by the age of ten.
         

         
         Yet even at that age, Cleo had preferred to shadow her father in his office rather than practice quadrilles with a dance master
            imported from London to Manchester at huge expense. A yawning feeling of boredom loomed at the very thought of accompanying
            her grandfather to one ball, let alone night after night of them.
         

         
         Gussie was entertaining no such foibles. “You can try to be a wallflower.” She started to fit the cap over the hair coiled
            at Cleo’s neck. “It’ll never work. It’ll be like when I played the flower seller in My Fairest Lady! You’ll walk into a ballroom. There across the room you’ll see a tall man with piercing eyes—”
         

         
         “I’ll promptly look the other way,” Cleo interrupted. “Don’t forget that Reggie Bottleneck played the hero, Gussie, and he
            got two women with child, though the production only had a four-month run.”
         

         
         Gussie grimaced. “Not his piercing eyes. Better ones.”
         

         
         “I know too much about men,” Cleo told her. “I don’t need one of them getting in my way, not to mention claiming my fortune.
            Just look at all the men who Mother . . . well, with whom she was acquainted.” Not to mention that rat she’d been betrothed
            to.
         

         
         “May heaven rest her, your mother had a tender heart for a leading man. Drat it!” Gussie muttered as the turban dislodged
            a couple of hairpins and Cleo’s curls sprang free.
         

         
         A soft heart was a tactful description. Julia rarely met a handsome actor whom she didn’t instantly adore—and invite to her
            bed, both during her marriage and after her husband’s passing. Cleo had decided early in life that nurturing illusions about
            her mother would be disastrous.
         

         
         Her levelheadedness was precisely why her father had left his fortune to his fourteen-year-old daughter, rather than to his
            wife. On occasion, Cleo had made use of it by paying off a particularly fervent lover who wouldn’t accept that Julia had lost
            interest in him.
         

         
         Cleo’s opinion of the male sex had fallen lower and lower as actor after actor strode through her mother’s bedchamber door.

         
         “I’m not tenderhearted, like my mother,” she said flatly. “I’m . . . I’m inimical to men.”

         
         “Word of the day?” Gussie asked. “I’m thinking ‘inimical’ means you don’t like men, which, begging my pardon, miss, we both
            know isn’t true. You were betrothed to Foster Beacham only a year ago.”
         

         
         “Briefly,” Cleo stated.

         
         “You can’t let one broken engagement sour you on the pack of them.”

         
         “I shan’t. I would simply prefer to cater to my own interests rather than someone else’s. Still, Lord Falconer is my only
            relative, and I shall enjoy spending time with him. Which reminds me that I meant to send a note asking him to recommend a
            modiste. I need everything from gowns to parasols in—in wallflower mode, if you see what I mean.”
         

         
         “Your mother hated drab clothing.” Gussie paused. “Heaven rest her.”

         
         “You needn’t say that quite so often,” Cleo said.

         
         “Mrs. Lewis wasn’t restful, was she? I hope that she’s at peace now.”

         
         “Mother’s version of heaven likely includes a great many handsome actors, and as many romantic plays as anyone can watch.”

         
         That’s right, Julia murmured, with a naughty chuckle.
         

         
         “Half mourning suits my mood,” Cleo said, prompted by her mother’s commentary. “I needn’t want to wear black any longer, but
            I miss her.”
         

         
         Gussie put her hand on Cleo’s shoulder for a moment. “The sadness will go away with time. You do realize that French modistes won’t want to dress a wallflower?” 

         
         “They will create whatever garments I require,” Cleo stated, confident in the power of the almighty pound.

         
         “We’d do better with a costumier. My dear friend Martha Quimby has her own emporium and outfits the best theater companies.
            It was her da’s, but she renamed it after herself when he died. Drury Lane Theatre Company won’t buy costumes from anyone
            else.”
         

         
         “I don’t want to stand out,” Cleo warned.

         
         “That’s not how it worked in My Fairest Lady, nor yet in that other play your mother loved so much, So Dear to My Heart. Remember The Highland Rogue? The heroine—”
         

         
         “Exactly: those are heroines,” Cleo interrupted. “Think of me as a bit player, Gussie. I need to be costumed accordingly.”
         

         
         “A wallflower, I can’t promise. You just don’t fit the role, miss, if you don’t mind my saying so, no matter what you’re wearing.
            But Martha would do her best.”
         

         
         Cleo glanced at herself in the mirror. Her reflection looked back at her: passable features, blazing red hair mostly caught
            up under the turban, a pointed chin that she secretly disliked. In her opinion, what would make her a wallflower wasn’t only
            her clothing; it was her expression. She was too old at twenty-two to bother with looking demure, let alone shy.
         

         
         “Men from the gentry and nobility want ladylike wives,” she pointed out.

         
         Gussie shook her head. “You’re being naïve. Trust me, you will be catnip to a tomcat.”

         
         “Nonsense. Gentlemen fondly believe they’re desirable. If you aren’t interested, they scamper off to women who will flatter
            them.”
         

         
         “Your mother—may heaven rest her—would chase after any fellow who caught her eye, but it didn’t make them fall in love with
            her, did it? Most times she lost interest, but others dropped her and disappeared.”
         

         
         “Men are easily distracted by the next pretty face they see,” Cleo said, not bothering to add that her mother had been the
            same.
         

         
         Gussie chuckled. “Not when they see something they really want.”
         

         
         “Pooh,” Cleo replied. “I don’t care what men really want or don’t want. I shall spend time with my grandfather as Mother wished.
            After I’ve learned French, I will travel to the Continent. Enough fussing with the turban, Gussie. I have to be back here
            by four in the afternoon to meet with the hotel manager as he’s considering a renovation with our commodes.”
         

         
         Gussie pulled the turban a bit lower on Cleo’s ears.

         
         “Didn’t Mother pin an emerald brooch in front as well as the feathers?”

         
         Gussie nodded, with the air of someone biting her tongue.

         
         I hate to think of my lovely daughter in London—with curls that resemble a bushy hedge in autumn, Julia observed in the depths of Cleo’s mind.
         

         
         “Perhaps we can fit in a visit to a milliner,” Cleo said.

         
         “Martha also makes headdresses,” Gussie said, eyeing her critically. “You look more like an old maid than a wallflower. May
            I point out that one follows the other, like night and day?”
         

         
         Cleo shrugged.

         
         “Lip color?”

         
         She shook her head.

         
         “It’s not natural,” Gussie said mournfully. “What if we was to meet that piercing-eyed gentleman right here on a London street?
            What then?”
         

         
         “He’ll walk straight by me,” Cleo told her. And smiled.

         
         Frightened off by that turban, her mother put in, having the last word, as usual.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         An hour later, Cleo’s carriage drew up before a large building with a striped awning. A sign hung from the second story: Quimby’s Emporium: Purveyors to Drury Lane Theatre & More.
         

         
         The carriage was toasty warm, but a fretful spring breeze tossed scraps of paper along the sidewalk.

         
         “Your muff,” Gussie said briskly, handing over a velvet puff, trimmed with swansdown, in a somber dark blue that matched Cleo’s
            pelisse.
         

         
         Once on the sidewalk, Cleo saw that the store’s bay windows held a dressmaking form clad in a gown sewn all over with golden
            spangles. Given its starched ruff, it might have been fashioned for a queen, albeit one on the stage, not in Westminster.
         

         
         “Mother would have leapt at the chance to wear that gown,” she said, feeling a pang. Sometimes it seemed impossible that such
            a vivid, passionate person could simply disappear after a short illness.
         

         
         “Quimby’s costumes entire casts,” Gussie said, following Cleo’s head groom, Chumley, up the short flight of steps to the front door. “That includes queens, maids, and old maids—excuse me—wallflowers.”
         

         
         Chumley pushed open the door and waited until Cleo walked past him. The front door opened directly into a large chamber with
            two curtained enclosures to one side, and a gracious seating area encircling a low platform on the other.
         

         
         “Martha is usually here to greet people,” Gussie said, taking off her pelisse and hanging it on a peg on the wall before she
            bustled over to help Cleo. “Chumley, you guard the mistress’s belongings. No saying who might walk in, and this muff came
            from Paris.”
         

         
         Cleo smiled at the groom. The whole household was used to being bossed around by Gussie. “Thank you, Chumley,” she said, handing
            over her gloves.
         

         
         “Mind them gloves,” Gussie ordered. “That swansdown trim is murder to clean. No getting that pelisse wrinkled either!”

         
         “Yes, Miss Daffodil,” Chumley said obediently. He backed against the wall, holding the pelisse, muff, and gloves as if they
            were made of fine crystal.
         

         
         “Martha will be upstairs,” Gussie said, “though I’ll have a word with her about leaving her establishment without a soul to
            guard the door.” She headed straight toward a broad flight of stairs in the rear of the chamber.
         

         
         The stairs led to another large chamber, this one containing two clusters of women, many of whom appeared to be weeping. Cleo paused in the entrance, but Gussie rushed forward, heading for a stout woman in the middle, presumably her friend Martha. 

         
         Cleo stayed where she was, looking around with curiosity. The ceiling was very high, and the walls were lined with shelves
            holding bolts and rolls of fabric. Lace and ribbons spilled from half-open drawers. One corner held a tall vase full of curling
            multicolored feathers, so long that they looked like exotic ferns.
         

         
         Dress forms clad in half-constructed garments were scattered about. Unlike the dress forms she was used to, these had round,
            cotton-stuffed heads, presumably so an entire ensemble could be designed at once. A pope’s miter, thick with jewels and golden
            embroidery, graced one head; the form was clad in a sweeping white silk gown draped with bands of gold embroidery.
         

         
         Gussie was hugging her friend, so Cleo wandered over to another form, this one wearing a misty gray gown under an exquisite
            spencer, very severe and cut in sharply just below the bust. The gown could be worn in the morning, but adding the jacket
            transformed it into a walking dress. The wrists ended in corded rows forming Vs at the wrist.
         

         
         Her mother had had a veritable lust for brightly colored clothing. Secretly, Cleo had sometimes thought Julia’s garments were garish, if fashionable. To Cleo’s mind, the design of a frock was irrelevant if it had been constructed from bright orange silk with an apricot overlay. 

         
         This gown had elegant lines, but it was reserved. Powerful. The woman who wore it informed the world that her lack of general’s
            stripes was merely an accident of birth. The silk felt smooth and heavy. If a bonnet had one of those long lavender feathers . . .
            No, that would call too much attention to herself.
         

         
         “He can’t do that!” Gussie cried sharply, behind her. “I’m sure it’s illegal.”

         
         Cleo turned. Her maid was still hugging Martha.

         
         “How can he possibly move you wherever he wishes? It’s impossible. There must be a law against it. You should write to the
            constable. The king! Write to His Majesty!”
         

         
         “I won’t, I just won’t,” a young woman sobbed. She was drooping on the shoulder of an older seamstress, who was patting her
            and staring into space.
         

         
         “We have arrived at an uncomfortable moment,” Cleo said, walking over to Gussie.

         
         “Martha is being forced to move, Miss Lewis,” Gussie cried.

         
         “You must be Mrs. Quimby,” Cleo said. “I’m so pleased to meet you. Gussie has told me of your emporium.”

         
         Martha bobbed a curtsy. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, miss. I’ve just had some bad news, or I’d be more cheerful.”

         
         “Have you lost your lease?” Cleo asked. Her father had left her a number of plumbing establishments, and although her man of business dealt with many of the day-to-day activities, she had necessarily learned a great deal about leases. 

         
         “I wish it was so simple,” Martha said, sighing. “A few months ago, I decided to look for an investor, Miss Lewis. The theaters
            aren’t steady with payments, you see. They open for a season, travel about the country or Europe. Then they come back and
            need a bishop and four gowns for the lead actress within a fortnight.” She waved her hand toward the dress forms.
         

         
         “I can see that would pose a problem,” Cleo said sympathetically.

         
         “Quimby’s prides ourselves in making up a gown within a week. If an actress leaves a company, I’ll have a new wardrobe made
            up for her understudy in no time. Sometimes my seamstresses just sit about, with nothing to do. But the lack of steady money
            tests the soul.”
         

         
         “That does sound challenging.”

         
         “My solicitor found us an investor to give us a fixed amount every other month. I was so happy.” She stopped and wiped her
            eyes.
         

         
         “Does your investor wish you to leave the West End?”

         
         “Not just the West End, nor yet London, but England itself,” Martha said, wringing her hands. “He plans to move us, lock,
            stock, and barrel, to New York City. Which is in the Americas, you know, in the colonies.”
         

         
         “Not colonies,” Cleo said absently. “They won that war some twenty-five years ago.”

         
         “I know, I know, I just forgot,” Martha said. “Oh, do stop crying, Peg. If you don’t want to come with us, you needn’t.”

         
         “Then what would I do?” the young girl cried, lifting her head from the older seamstress’s shoulder. “I’ve a son at home.
            And if I go over the sea, my babe will turn into an American, and my da will never speak to me again!” She threw her apron
            over her head and resumed sobbing loudly.
         

         
         “Why on earth would your investor move you to New York?” Cleo asked.

         
         “He’s American,” Martha explained. “He’s buying up everything. He bought a bunch of them early Shakespeare books so he can
            put them on display. He’s taking actors too. I heard that he’s paid Reginald Bottleneck to go over there.”
         

         
         “Good riddance to bad rubbish,” Gussie put in. “That’ll be a relief for the parish as has to support Reggie’s ill-begotten
            babes.”
         

         
         Condoms! Julia commented in Cleo’s head. I told that boy about French letters years ago and he never listened.

         
         “Bottleneck is the lead at the Drury Lane,” Martha said, shaking her head. “What are they to do without him? He’s been playing
            Robin Hood to full houses. What’s more, half the cast of The Honeymoon, including the lead, Louisa Siddows, say they’re going over there. That gray gown—” She pointed a trembling finger. “That
            gown is for Louisa’s next role! Now I’ll be out the cost.”
         

         
         “No, you won’t,” Gussie said, patting her on the back. “If you’re going to New York, and Louisa is going to New York, she can wear it there.” 

         
         “The Drury Lane commissioned it for a play they are putting on,” Martha pointed out. “Who knows what role the American theater
            will put her in? She’ll likely be in frills and ribbons, playing a girl of seventeen. That silk cost a fortune.”
         

         
         “I’ll pay for it,” Cleo intervened. “If you can remake it to my measure, of course.”
         

         
         Martha narrowed her eyes and looked Cleo up and down. “I can do that.” Her eyes welled up. “But I don’t have time. I’ll be
            in New—New York, and you’ll be here! He wants to us to leave immediately!”
         

         
         “Let’s all sit down,” Cleo said, leading Martha over to a comfortable grouping of chairs by the window. Four women followed.

         
         “My head seamstresses,” Martha said, blotting her eyes. “Miss Lewis, these are Mrs. Peebles, Mrs. Andrewes, Mrs. Rippon, and
            Miss Madeline Prewitt. Mrs. Andrewes can sketch any gown after no more than a glance. Miss Prewitt paints the sketches, so
            the directors can set the scene in their head.”
         

         
         “My pleasure,” Cleo said, nodding to each. “I’m happy to introduce you to Miss Gussie Daffodil, my dresser.”

         
         “Everyone should go back to work,” Martha said to her seamstresses. “No matter what happens, I promised the bishop’s costume
            by five o’clock tonight, and there’s all the interior seams left to do and one of the gold bands unfinished. With luck, we
            can have the bishop done by teatime.”
         

         
         The seamstresses fanned back onto the floor, taking the clergyman’s robes to pieces and separating into sewing circles before each of two large windows. 

         
         “So, the financier offered to back you,” Cleo said, turning to Martha and Gussie, “without informing you that he intended
            to move your emporium to another country?”
         

         
         Martha dabbed her eyes. “The contract, the offer, was pages long, so I suppose the news might be hidden inside. We’ve been
            so busy with the opening of A Midsummer Night’s Dream at the Covent Garden. All those fairies . . . Gossamer wings for four, and they kept ripping, so we’d have to start over.”
         

         
         “You didn’t closely read the contract,” Cleo said sympathetically.

         
         “My solicitor, Mr. Worting, didn’t say a word about the Americas until this morning!” Martha cried.

         
         “Deception like that should be illegal,” Gussie put in. “Sue him, Martha! Put him in prison! Both of them!”

         
         “If she already signed the contract, I’m afraid that a judge will insist that Martha does indeed have to move Quimby’s to
            New York,” Cleo explained.
         

         
         “Actually, I haven’t signed,” Martha sighed. “I only discovered it when Mr. Worting brought me the papers to be signed this morning. I flatly refused. But how can I not go forward with it? I already had debt, and when I thought I had an investor, I went ahead and bought some lovely French silks, that gray, for one. As well as gowns from the Duchess of Berrow. So now I owe even more.” 

         
         “You bought the gowns from an actual duchess?” Cleo asked with interest.

         
         “Directly from the duke’s man of business,” Martha explained. “We buy gowns whenever ladies don’t want them anymore, so we
            can remake them. I’m known for making an actress from the East End look like a duchess. Now I can’t pay for the silk and gowns,
            and the rent, and salaries are due at the end of this week. I won’t be able to pay them either.” She began wringing her hands
            again. “Mr. Worting says I don’t have any choice. He said it’s not his fault, and I should have read the contract.”
         

         
         Cleo had a shrewd idea that Worting expected a healthy bonus from the American in thanks for delivering one of England’s top
            costumiers. It was exceedingly rare to find a woman running her own business, and the solicitor might have taken advantage
            of Martha in any number of ways. Men were always trying to do it to Cleo, thinking she couldn’t read a ledger.
         

         
         “Mr. Worting said I should expect the investor to come here, demanding I sign that contract,” Martha said, taking a ragged
            breath. “How can I say no? I’ll end up in the workhouse, and all my girls with me.” She glanced around the room, at the women
            bending over various parts of the bishop’s costume. Her eyes filled with tears again. “I’ve worked so hard to build the emporium.
            My granddad started it as a stall, years ago.”
         

         
         Gussie leaned in and kissed her cheek. “America isn’t so terrible, Martha. I heard that the Spanish dug gold mines and then just left them be. You can pick up a chunk of gold right from the ground. You can get rich!” 

         
         “I don’t want to be rich,” Martha said, hiccupping. “I just want to keep Quimby’s right here in London where we belong.”

         
         “I’ll be your investor, Mrs. Quimby,” Cleo said, making up her mind. “Quimby’s is an English costumier, and ought to stay in our country. We can’t let some American stroll into London and steal our heritage.”
         

         
         Gussie clapped her hands together. “Perfect!” she crowed. “Miss Lewis can help you to no end.”

         
         Martha’s brows knitted together. “Do you mean your father or man of business, Miss Lewis?”

         
         “No, I mean myself,” Cleo responded, unsurprised by Martha’s assumption. Though the seamstress was also a business owner,
            few women owned their own companies. “How much did the American promise you as a monthly investment, and what were the arrangements
            for repayment?”
         

         
         “Paying my current debts and three thousand pounds up front,” Martha said, “with a thousand pounds every other month for two
            years, with the expectation that—”
         

         
         Cleo raised her hand. From the floor below she heard a deep, rumbling voice and the sound of boots. Heavy boots. Not gentlemen’s
            boots.
         

         
         Martha’s eyes rounded. “It’s him!” she gasped.

         
         Chumley was directing the man up the back stairs.

         
         “Mrs. Quimby,” Cleo said, leaning forward with some urgency. “Trust me.”

         
         “You can!” Gussie squealed.

         
         Martha nodded to Cleo.

         
         “Please shake hands with me.” Cleo rose, holding out her hand, and Martha stood as well.

         
         “You can call me Martha,” the lady said.

         
         Cleo smiled at her and turned the seamstress’s hand over. “Sewing calluses?”

         
         “Indeed,” Martha whispered. “Oh, dear. Oh, dear.”

         
         The boots were pounding their way up the stairs now. This was no gentleman mounting the steps; he walked with purpose, his
            heels sharply striking the wood.
         

         
         Fortunately, Cleo was accustomed to the men who worked for Lewis Commodes. Moreover, her mother’s penchant for leaving home
            and accompanying traveling theater companies around the country had necessitated that Cleo often found herself chatting to
            theater managers and, for that matter, solicitors when she had to pay off an unhappy lover—or his wife.
         

         
         She linked her hands together and waited.

         
         Gussie wound an arm around Martha’s waist. “Don’t you worry, my dear. My mistress may look young but she’s an old soul.”

         
         Cleo had to smile at that. She felt old. Part of it was grief for her mother’s death. But part was . . . exhaustion, perhaps.
            Or, equally likely, the result of her mother’s predilection for racketing around the country in a theatrical wagon.
         

         
         The American didn’t just enter the chamber: he burst into it. It wasn’t a matter of speed. He simply had the sort of character that dominated a room. 

         
         Partly because he was big. Big and rough. She’d never given America much thought, but she could imagine this man making his way through untamed forests
            in the snow.
         

         
         Yet here he was in London, his dark hair looking as if it’d been in a high wind. It hardly needed to be said that his hair
            wasn’t brushed forward in the currently fashionable style; unruly curls tumbled over his head like one of those Italian statues
            they had in the British Museum.
         

         
         His features were harsh, his jaw remarkably strong, and his nose too. He certainly wasn’t a gentleman, unless this was what
            all American gentlemen looked like. It was rather fascinating, like seeing a disheveled lion padding its way down Oxford Street.
         

         
         And his chin—

         
         She was staring at the fellow, which was fantastically rude and quite unlike her. “Good afternoon,” Cleo said, walking toward
            him.
         

         
         His gaze brushed over her and landed on Martha.

         
         “Mrs. Quimby,” he said, striding toward the costumier and ignoring Cleo entirely, “I am told by your solicitor that you declined
            to sign the contract earlier this morning.”
         

         
         Cleo blinked.

         
         That didn’t happen to her.
         

         
         She wasn’t vain, but she was a wealthy young woman whose mother had painstakingly taught her how to catch a man’s attention. Julia, after all, had considered a day wasted in which she didn’t attract male notice. Obviously, clothing could make a woman into a wallflower.
         

         
         Or invisible, however you wanted to put it.

         
         The puffy gray turban wasn’t that unattractive.
         

         
         Her mother begged to differ, but Cleo wasn’t in the mood to entertain impertinent comments from deceased relatives.

         
         Slowly she wheeled about to watch as the American started talking to Martha about his offer. A spark of amusement curled her
            lips. He thought she was not worth a greeting, did he? Yet given that handshake agreement with Martha, he stood in her emporium.
         

         
         With that, her smile turned into a grin. Lately, life hadn’t seemed very interesting. Life with her mother had been full of
            adventure, exhausting adventure.
         

         
         But besting this man, with his lack of manners and dismissive behavior?

         
         It would be a pure pleasure.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         “Mrs. Quimby,” the American was saying, with a distinct note of impatience.

         
         His voice had a roughness that caught Cleo’s attention. She was used to accents that could be put on and off at will. Actors
            were chameleons. For example, Gussie, who harked from the East End, could speak in refined tones, thanks to her time on the
            stage. Her own mother, Julia, was raised in the heights of society, even though she had chosen to forsake it. Yet she often
            dropped her elegant accent in order to make an actor feel more comfortable. Or, in other words, seducible.
         

         
         “Only yesterday your solicitor informed me that you had agreed to my offer,” the American continued.

         
         Cleo thought about sitting down and watching the encounter like a scene in a play. But she might need to intervene at any moment. She stayed where she was, edging to the side so she could see the financier’s face. His chin was absurdly strong, suggesting an obstinate temperament. 

         
         She loathed stubborn men: they were so often underqualified and overpresumptuous.

         
         “I did agree,” Martha replied. “Before I changed my mind.”

         
         “She did!” Gussie confirmed.

         
         “I broke off negotiations with Winch’s Costume Emporium when I was told you had agreed to my offer,” he barked. “You can’t
            just change your mind. This is a matter of business, Mrs. Quimby. We had an agreement.”
         

         
         “No, we didn’t,” Martha retorted, folding her hands at her waist. “You may have had several conversations with my solicitor,
            but I signed no papers.”
         

         
         “Martha didn’t sign a paper,” Gussie cried. “You can’t carry out your Machiavellian machinations, you villainous scoundrel!”

         
         Cleo found herself smiling again. Gussie’s voice had abruptly taken on the intonation of a proper young lady because she was
            quoting from one of her favorite plays, Love’s Dominion.
         

         
         In contrast, the American’s voice seemed intrinsically part of him. He would never change its intonation to play the part
            of a king or seduce someone of lower rank. It was all of a piece: the scruff on his chin, the broad shoulders, the gravelly
            voice, the . . . the rest of him.
         

         
         “Why didn’t you sign the contract?” he demanded. “If you’re angling for more money, I have to tell you that your current debts reduced the value of my offer considerably. I can assure you that once I expand this enterprise, you will become a very wealthy woman.” 

         
         “I don’t want more money,” Martha said. “I’ve made other plans. I found another investor.”

         
         “No one will give you the support that I offered,” the American stated. “Did you read the section where—”

         
         “I didn’t have time to read your offer,” Martha said, cutting him off.

         
         His eyes went from frustrated to forbidding. “Am I to understand that you refused my offer without even reading it? Am I to
            be given no chance to bid against whoever stepped in?”
         

         
         “Yes, I did. I am,” Martha told the American, displaying a near manly gift for obstinacy.

         
         Cleo didn’t feel a bit of guilt at the idea of thwarting this brash man. The American rebellion had happened before she was
            born, but she knew the facts of it. They were a wild and undisciplined people who wouldn’t agree to pay taxes, even for tea.
            They’d rather drink coffee, simply to avoid taxes.
         

         
         Which said about everything that needed to be said, given that coffee was a vile drink that tasted like fusty beans.

         
         No wonder the American had been tricked by a solicitor who hid information for personal gain. Trying to abscond with unsuspecting
            people and take them to New York City, wherever that was.
         

         
         Geography was not Cleo’s strong suit. Governesses had periodically joined her parents’ household, but they invariably left within the week, not caring for their mistress’s fascination with the stage—particularly her extramarital relationships with handsome actors. Her kindly, retiring father had given his wife her freedom, and spent his time in his offices. 

         
         Not your business, darling, her mother observed.
         

         
         Pushing away that unhelpful comment, Cleo waited to see what happened next between Martha and the American. It felt as if
            it had been months, perhaps a year, since something so interesting came her way. Lately, the world had been flat and gray,
            but now her blood was fizzing with something close to excitement.
         

         
         “I am refusing your offer,” Martha said firmly.

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because she had no idea that you intended to move her business interests to New York City,” Cleo put in, moving to stand
            next to Martha, across from Gussie.
         

         
         He glanced at her, his brows drawing together. Anger was flickering in his eyes, but he seemed to have himself under control.
            Cleo’s lips started to curl into a smile, but she stopped herself. No matter how enjoyable she found his offended look, it
            would only enrage him if she laughed.
         

         
         In her experience, men were incapable of accepting that they might—sometimes—be a figure of fun.

         
         “Are you Mrs. Quimby’s daughter?” he demanded.

         
         “No.”

         
         “Then what the devil have you to say about it?” His impatient gaze slid away, and he turned back to Martha.

         
         “You concealed the truth about the move,” Cleo pointed out. “Your preliminary offer was laughably insufficient, considering that you expect Mrs. Quimby to leave her family and friends, not to mention eschewing the steady income resulting from her connections with the best theater companies in the kingdom.” 

         
         Cleo gave herself a silent huzzah for using “eschew,” a word of the day from two weeks ago. Slowly but surely, she was enlarging
            her vocabulary.
         

         
         He didn’t just glance at her this time; he turned his entire body and looked her up and down. Cleo didn’t like the glint in
            his eye, mostly because she couldn’t interpret it. Men often responded to her with either a lascivious or a condescending
            attitude, but he didn’t seem to display either.
         

         
         He certainly wasn’t admiring.

         
         “Does England allow women to be solicitors now?” he demanded.

         
         Cleo had been grief-stricken for nearly a year; irritation was a salutary change. “They do not,” she told him. His eyes drilled
            into hers. It would be a misnomer to label that gaze condescending: appalled, perhaps.
         

         
         Like many other men, he likely believed that women had no place outside the home.

         
         Arranging her face into an innocent expression, as if she were merely answering a tourist’s inquiry, she beamed at him. “British
            women are not yet invited to attend university, nor the Inns of Court.”
         

         
         Her smile had no effect.

         
         “Then what in the bloody hell are you doing, butting in with your opinions of a matter that doesn’t concern you?”

         
         “Rude!” Gussie hissed.

         
         Martha coughed. “Sir—”

         
         “It concerns me,” Cleo said, cutting her off, “because you are standing in my establishment, Mr. whatever-your-name-is from America. I own Quimby’s. In England women are allowed to be investors, and I am one of them.”
         

         
         “You’ve been doing a rotten job of caring for the emporium,” he retorted, giving each word a sharp edge. “It was an act of
            pity on my part to offer four thousand pounds for an establishment deep in debt that seems to have kept only happenstance
            records and can’t account for most of its inventory!”
         

         
         “Yes, I can,” Martha interjected indignantly. “I can lay my hands on every feather that enters this workroom. My girls are
            not thieves, if that’s what you’re implying!”
         

         
         His jaw flexed. “It is my understanding that a theater commissions a costume for a fixed amount, am I right?”

         
         “Yes,” Martha replied hotly, folding her arms over her sturdy bosom.

         
         “After which, you create the costume. According to your own records, you pay no attention to the profit you expect from each
            gown. From what I understand, you add feathers and silver embroidery with no consideration to whether an extra feather will
            take you from profit to loss.”
         

         
         Martha’s chest visibly swelled, and her cheeks turned red. “You know nothing of the art of costuming, you . . . you Yankee!”

         
         He gestured toward the sewing circles. To a woman, the seamstresses were gaping in their direction. “Just how much will the
            costume they are working on have cost on completion, Mrs. Quimby? Do you have any idea?”
         

         
         Martha glared at him.

         
         “Your opinion is irrelevant,” Cleo said, before Martha could launch into a speech that might reveal how hastily they had agreed
            to work together. “I am Quimby’s new investor. I offered Martha five thousand pounds immediately, with a thousand pounds a
            month for the next two years; we will share profits.”
         

         
         His brows drew together. “My plans for expansion of Quimby’s will make it far more profitable than it can possibly become
            here in Britain, where theaters are limited to London. In America, theaters are popping up in every city. I own three in different
            localities, and I have plans to acquire more.”
         

         
         “London is full of theaters,” Martha retorted.

         
         “They are owned by different people. My theaters will put on the same play, at the same time, in different cities. All costume
            measurements will be created, Mrs. Quimby, in New York City and sent out for alteration by local seamstresses. I’m sure you
            agree that it is far more profitable to sew the same gown four times.”
         

         
         “Far more boring,” Cleo said coolly. “My plans for expansion do not involve repetitive work. Quimby’s will soon be creating garments for gentlepersons as well as for theaters, and I fully expect my investment to double before the two years are finished.” 

         
         The American’s eyes narrowed. “French modistes dominate that market,” he told her, his tone just a hair from insolent. “Your
            endeavor will fail.” He looked back at Martha. “This woman will drive your emporium into the ground with her foolish ideas.
            Trust me, a duchess will never order her clothing from a costume store.”
         

         
         “I don’t see why not,” Martha protested. “My clothes are as well made as any of them made by those supposed Frenchwomen. Most
            of them really are from the East End and putting on a fancy accent.”
         

         
         “I grew up with Madame LaClou,” Gussie put in, “back when she answered to Batilda Forks.”

         
         “A duchess is already acting a role,” the American said, with the insufferable air of lecturing to students at a parish school.
            “The last thing Her Grace wants is for the hoi polloi to recognize how very little separates nobility from commoners: a matter
            of silk, a feather or two, and supposed blue blood.” His curled lip showed that he was fully in agreement with his countrymen
            as regards the aristocracy’s claim to being a ruling class.
         

         
         Cleo was struck by the irrelevant thought that, accent or no, he would have made a remarkable stage actor. Thanks to her mother,
            she had met many leading men, and none of them could dominate a room the way he did now.
         

         
         For that matter, he could be a nobleman, stalking the floor of the House of Lords.

         
         The good news was that she wasn’t her mother or a theatrical director, and didn’t give a damn what this American devil thought
            of her.
         

         
         Even better: she suddenly thought of an idea that might save Quimby’s.

         
         “Thank you for the counsel,” she said, ladling gratitude into her tone. “So many men try to keep their crumbs of business
            advice from women, afraid that they will be outdone, I suppose. You don’t understand me, however: I propose that Martha outfit
            young ladies and their mothers who are attempting to join the peerage. Those women who desperately need the appearance of ladies to match their ambitions.”
         

         
         Martha didn’t blink an eye at Cleo’s announcement. “There’s no one better than me at taking a young woman from the country
            and outfitting her so that every man in the audience thinks she’s a princess. What’s more, I can do it in a week, and modistes
            require well over a month.”
         

         
         The American scowled. “Where’s the profit? You are describing a quixotic, foolish act of charity. You will lose money on each
            gown, just as you will lose money on those bishop’s robes.”
         

         
         “The young ladies whom Quimby’s will serve can afford very expensive garments,” Cleo told him, making her voice kindly, as befitted his ignorance. He was an American. What did he know of the English elite? “London is full of industrialists like yourself, sir. Men whose fortune stems from business, rather than inheritance. Last year, the lord mayor’s daughter married a viscount—and the lord mayor is a fishmonger. A very, very wealthy fishmonger.” 

         
         His eyes sharpened, and Cleo felt a pleasing jolt of energy. He grasped her proposal.

         
         “As more and more successful entrepreneurs bring their daughters to the marriage mart known as the Season,” she elaborated,
            “their family members will need to be outfitted, from head to toe. We will make their daughters look like ladies since they—perhaps
            foolishly—wish to marry gentlemen.”
         

         
         One side of his mouth hitched up. “That foolishness may be the first thing we agree upon.”

         
         “Quimby’s will give the ladies a fighting chance to achieve that dream,” Cleo said, throwing him a dark look. “Their looks
            and dowry must do the rest.”
         

         
         The American had a thoughtful expression as he registered the force of her argument. Which was very pleasing, since Cleo had
            only thought it up in the last five minutes, driven by the wish to best him.
         

         
         “Martha made me look like a proper lady when I played the lead in My Last Duchess,” Gussie said. “I was a fair treat.” She nodded at the American. “You’d have to imagine me, just a slip of a girl from the
            East End, and Martha no more than one of her da’s junior seamstresses. I was the talk of London. I could have married a duke,
            iffen I wished!”
         

         
         Cleo didn’t care if the American was affronted. He was just the sort of man whom she felt inimical to. To whom she felt inimical? She was never quite sure of her grammar. 

         
         Who she despised, in plainer English.

         
         No, whom she despised.
         

         
         A muscle pulsed in his jaw. “A pipe dream,” he said, turning to Martha. “You’ll end up even more embroiled in debt, trying
            to outfit ladies as well as actors. You should come to America and do what you do so well, Mrs. Quimby: make costumes for
            the very best theaters.”
         

         
         A pleasant thought occurred to Cleo. She could make certain that her American agents never sold him any commodes. He would
            be very sorry for his rudeness when he was unable to befit his water closets with the newest piping.
         

         
         In his theaters or his own house.
         

         
         “What is your name?” she inquired.

         
         The man gave her a searching look, his brow twitching when he reached her turban. “My name is Jacob Astor Addison.”

         
         “We have nothing more to discuss,” Martha said. “Even if I hadn’t agreed to new financing, you are not a man I care to do
            business with, given that you concealed your intention to move Quimby’s to a foreign country—and offered me three thousand
            pounds that you’re now claiming was four thousand.”
         

         
         Mr. Addison’s brows drew together . . . again. At this rate he was going to have a crevice between his brows by the age of forty. “Any chicanery belongs at the feet of your solicitor, Mrs. Quimby. I was very clear about the move, and I offered four thousand pounds.” 

         
         “That’s as may be,” Martha said tartly. “Mr. Worting is no longer my solicitor, just as you are not my investor.”
         

         
         “In that case, would you be so kind as to formally introduce me to your new investor, Mrs. Quimby? I’d like to make her acquaintance.”

         
         His words were calm enough, but his eyes were dark and furious. Gussie might even label his gaze “piercing,” but given Gussie’s
            frown, her maid had suddenly realized that reality wasn’t romantic.
         

         
         Far from being a hero, this man was a growling despot, shocked to find that the world hadn’t fallen into place at his feet.

         
         “Unfortunately, life is full of disappointments,” Cleo told him. There was something—well, powerful—about him, for
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