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            A LADY TAKES HER LEAVE OF MERRIWEATHER MANOR

          

        

      

    

    
      A prelude set in 1777

      One of the preeminent homes of the aristocracy, Merriweather Manor could be found on a twelve-thousand acre estate about seven miles west of London. Besides the large multi-wing structure that made up the manor, the estate also included stables, a carriage house, three gardens, and a large pond. The brick structure hosted several generations of Merriweathers until a few years after the untimely death, in 1777, of Roger, the youngest son of Mary Margaret Merriweather Grandby, Dowager Countess of Torrington.

      The countess had been especially pleased when Roger Grandby married Lady Sophia, the youngest daughter of William Burroughs, Duke of Ariley. Her oldest son and the current Earl of Torrington, George, was already married to the duke’s oldest daughter, Sarah. Although it had taken a few years to produce an heir from that merger, the two were the proud parents of Milton, who was proving at the age of one to be a rather mischievous little boy.

      But more about him later.

      Roger’s death from pneumonia left his wife, Sophia, with a young boy, Gregory, an inheritance of ten thousand pounds for her, and a twenty-thousand pound trust for the son that would make him one of the wealthiest men in England when he reached twenty-one years of age.

      “You will stay here, of course,” the countess insisted once the reading of the will had taken place.

      Sophia regarded her mother-in-law for only a moment. Where else would I go? There was her son to consider. She supposed she could return to her family—the Burroughs had a country estate in Derbyshire, a house in London, a cottage in Brighton and a townhouse or two in Bath—but she had no desire to leave Merriweather Manor. “Of course, we’ll stay,” she answered with a wan smile.

      Mary Margaret gave her a nod and turned her attention to the other family members, acting as if she hadn’t done anything more than give a servant an order.

      Sophia placed her arm around her young son’s shoulders. How could she leave when his entire family—aunts, uncles, cousins—lived at the manor?

      So it was quite a shock when only a few years later, on the last day of 1781 to be precise, Lady Sophia Grandby found herself packing her own trunks in the middle of the night. With one last kiss on her son’s forehead and a whispered promise she would see him everyday and speak with him when she could without being seen, Sophia took her leave of the estate and disappeared.

      Once flush with the funds from her inheritance, her account at the Bank of England, set up on her behalf by her brother, Sir William Burroughs III, was suddenly empty. When inquiries were made, Sophia’s brother assured the Dowager Countess of Torrington that no withdrawals had occurred until just a few days before Sophia’s departure from Merriweather Manor. An agent representing Sophia had cleaned out the account, explaining to the bank teller that Lady Sophia wished to change banking institutions.

      Her brother, who would have seen to the transfer of funds had Sophia asked him to do so, was on Christmas holiday at the Burroughs’ family estate in Derbyshire at the time. In fact, Sir William claimed he didn’t learn of the missing funds and his sister’s disappearance until his return to London in mid-January.

      Given the amount of money involved and Lady Sophia’s standing in London society, William assured the family it wouldn’t be long before he could ascertain what happened to his sister.

      After all, ten thousand pounds was difficult to hide.

      He met with the account representatives of England’s other banks, asking that he be contacted should any sizable deposits be made by Lady Sophia under her married or maiden names.

      But he never was.

      And William’s attention was already diverted to the rather sizable acquisition of rows of townhouses along a section of Kingly Street, so the importance of tracking down the fate of his sister faded to an occasional comment about her supposed whereabouts.

      In the meantime, it was suggested perhaps Sophia had run off to the Continent with a secret lover or, since the war was over and the Colonies had won their independence, she could have embarked on a trans-Atlantic trip to the States and taken up residence there.

      Had Sophia’s relatives pursued the search a bit closer to home, they would have been surprised to learn Sophia did no such thing. A simple marriage proposal on Christmas Day 1781 changed her life, for it was the promise of romantic love with a man of a lower class that drove Sophia to leave Merriweather Manor for a modest but comfortable townhouse in London’s West End.

      Although it pained her to leave her son behind, Sophia knew Gregory would be raised properly by the nurses and educated by the governesses and tutors who were in charge of all the children of Merriweather Manor. She was close enough to see him should she require assurance of his health and well-being. Once he was in private school in London, she made frequent trips to see the boy and was pleased when he matured into a tall, well-educated, and very smart man with a head for business and a heart for natural sciences.

      And had anyone bothered to ask the butler just why he was leaving Merriweather Manor when he resigned from his position at the beginning of February 1782, well, he might have admitted he did it to marry the love of his life.
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            A TRIP TO THE BANK

          

        

      

    

    
      January 15, 1802, Threadneedle Street, London

      Emma Fitzsimmons stood just inside the large doors of the Bank of England, grateful to be out of the bitter cold. The hackney she had hired to bring her from Warwick’s Grammar and Finishing School had been equipped with a brazier, but there hadn’t been any coal in the coach.

      “Sorry, miss,” the driver had said with a shrug when she stepped out onto Threadneedle Street, white clouds surrounding her with every breath she took. “I didna ha’ the coin to buy any yesterday,” he said by way of an apology.

      Emma simply nodded in his direction, glad he had discounted her trip for the inconvenience. To keep her mind off the cold, she had spent the half-hour reviewing her class notes from the previous evening’s lecture. The guest speaker, Thomas Wellingham, had been a rare treat for the students enrolled in Alexander Spoke’s course on a newly invented form of accounting.

      The importer’s speaking style, one that mixed a self-assured manner with some self-effacing humor, was certainly a welcome change from the monotone delivery and pompous attitude of their regular instructor.

      Wellingham was actually involved in the day-to-day operations of a business and, given what Emma knew of Wellingham Imports, he was quite successful.

      She had expected he would talk about contract negotiations, trade agreements, and tariffs, but he instead discussed his company—how it was founded, who it employed, the kinds of products he procured for his clients, and from where in the world they came.

      Emma admired his confident demeanor as he spoke in his clear, tenor voice, his attention seeming to be on everyone and no one all at the same time. He was quite relaxed in front of the large audience, his hands occasionally waving in the air as he emphasized a point in his speech.

      The gas light above him illuminated his navy superfine topcoat and a loosely tied cravat. As he talked, Emma found herself listening more closely to the cadence of his voice. Although it wasn’t the refined speech a member of the ton might employ, it was pleasant and quite engaging.

      She spent the entire ninety minutes in a state of high anxiety, sure the cousin to the Earl of Trenton would ask Mr. Stokes for an introduction to her.

      Emma was his sister’s roommate at Warwick’s Grammar and Finishing School, after all, and she had been for over a year.

      So, Emma was a bit surprised when, at the end of his talk, Thomas Wellingham fielded just three questions from the audience and then begged forgiveness as he claimed he had a meeting to attend. There was a murmur in the crowd in response to his comment. At the sound of a nearby snicker, Emma’s cheeks grew hot as she realized how his comment had been interpreted. He has a mistress, no doubt, she thought. Or a favorite Cyprian in the theatre district.

      Suddenly aware of his eyes aimed in her direction, Emma shifted in her seat and felt a rather pleasant flutter pass through her. A pool of heat had formed deep inside her abdomen by the time his gaze drifted elsewhere.

      Emma allowed a quick gasp, realizing she had been holding her breath far too long. She quickly glanced down at her bodice. Relieved her corset was hiding her sudden arousal, she dared to take another breath before turning her attention back to the stage. But Thomas Wellingham had moved off to the side and was shaking hands with the instructor. By the time the man dismissed the class, the importer had left the building.

      Even thinking of him just then in the hackney, Emma felt her entire body fill with welcome warmth and wondered at her reaction. She hurried to pay the driver.

      Now she relished the warmth of the bank’s lobby while she waited for a footman to open the interior doors. She would have opened the bronzed door herself, but her gloved fingers were so chilled she didn’t trust them to grip the polished handles. The overworked footman hurried to the door in front of her, quickly opening it and bowing as she entered.

      The receptionist, a very young gentleman dressed in traditional attire and sporting a powdered wig, acknowledged her with a nod and a smile of what seemed like recognition. Despite the crush of men who stood waiting in front of him, he said, “Sir William will see you, miss,” his attention on her as he pointed toward the offices down a long corridor off the main lobby.

      “Thank you,” Emma responded with a nod, her face reddening even more than it was from the cold when she realized several eyes had turned to see who had been privileged enough to gain the receptionist’s favor.

      “A comely woman can get in right away, then, eh?” one nattily dressed man commented with a raised eyebrow, his manner suggesting he didn’t really begrudge Emma the quick service. Women were rarely seen within the premises, their banking usually arranged by a male relative or a solicitor.

      “Anyone with an appointment can be seen right away,” the receptionist replied sardonically, turning his attention to the next man in line.

      Emma hurried to the corridor, her half boots barely making any noise on the marble floor. Embarrassed at not having to wait like the rest of those in line, she had to remind herself she had made an appointment. The note she had written the morning before had been dispatched with a courier, and the return note was delivered mere hours later to her residence, Gamma House of Warwick’s.

      In his reply, Sir William seemed most pleased about the prospect of seeing Emma again. Although not technically his ward, Emma had been left an orphan when her father, George Fitzsimmons, had died four years before. Through an arrangement made by George prior to his death, Sir William Burroughs II was put in charge of her finances. Having assured her late father he would see to Emma’s education and living arrangements using the modest inheritance left to Emma, Sir William made investments on her behalf and set up a five percenter with the remaining funds.

      

      Emma’s half-sister, Samantha, was a different story. The product of George’s affaire with the woman who was promised to his brother, Samantha was born to a life of privilege. Told her real parents had died in a carriage accident—the couple who perished were actually her aunt and uncle—Samantha was being raised in the household of Matthew Fitzsimmons, Viscount Chamberlain, and his wife, Caroline. As his supposed niece and, at seven years of age, the oldest child in the household, Samantha was coddled by the viscountess. If she grew up to look anything like Emma, she would have no trouble landing a suitable spouse after her come-out.

      Sir William briefly wondered if Emma knew anything about her half-sister.

      And if she didn’t?

      Was it his place to inform her? Perhaps. Or perhaps he would leave it to the Fitzsimmons, should the issue ever become a topic of conversation.

      Sir William stood up from the mess of papers on his desk to regard the twenty-year-old standing in his doorway. “Do come in,” he motioned, a large grin splitting his broad face. “It’s been some time since I’ve seen you. October, wasn’t it?”

      An older man who still wore wigs and traditional trousers from the century before, Sir William bowed as much as his pot belly would allow. As the youngest son of a duke, he probably shouldn’t have accepted the offer of employment he had received from the bank more than twenty-five years ago, but Sir William had developed an understanding of financing and a penchant for earning money for his father’s duchy that he thought could be put to good use for others. Despite the disapproval of several members of the ton, Sir William rather enjoyed working at the bank.

      He took in the sight of Emma in a quick glance, careful not to allow her to notice his perusal. Blonde, comely, and taller than most women, Emma carried herself with poise and confidence. Although her deep green morning gown and matching pelisse were not of the latest cut, they were clean and pressed.

      She was maturing nicely, he decided, a particularly important point since Sir William was about to broach the subject of finding a husband for his charge.

      Emma curtsied and returned the smile. “You have an excellent memory. I trust you’re well, Sir William?” she asked as she took the seat across from his desk, removing her gloves and pulling a sheaf of papers from her reticule. “And Lady William?”

      “Yes, very, thank you,” he replied with a dismissive wave of his hand. “And I understand from a friend of mine that you are doing quite well in school,” he countered, settling into the large leather chair and pulling it up to the massive mahogany desk.

      Surprised by the comment, Emma wondered who would have spoken to him about her schooling. “Yes, I believe so. As we discussed last October, I should complete Mr. Stokes’ course in accounting in May.” She settled deeper into the leather chair, glad there was a thick Aubusson carpet in which to plant her cold toes.

      Sir William nodded and clasped his hands together over his belly. “And Warwick’s, too?” he queried, an especially hairy eyebrow lifting to the edge of his wig. “Your father was quite clear in his desire to see you complete finishing school,” he said with a hint of warning.

      Her eyes darting to one side, Emma sighed. “From Warwick’s, too, I assure you,” she said with a wan grin. “Although I’ll never understand why it was so important I attend such an expensive school.”

      She did know that if she hadn’t attended the boarding school, alternative living arrangements might not have been as comfortable—or as safe. If Sir William hadn’t taken on her modest estate, she might well have ended up at a workhouse or an orphanage or had her funds bled dry by an unscrupulous foster parent.

      Sir William considered telling her the reasons George Fitzsimmons had put forth when he demanded his daughter be sent to Warwick’s. At the time, the man knew he didn’t have long to live. His oldest sister, Christine, who would become Emma’s guardian upon his death, wasn’t one to trust with managing money.

      Given the circumstances, George insisted his daughter be enrolled in the finishing school so she would be introduced to the level of society George had given up when he had left his family to start his business—designing and making hats of a quality much higher than was generally available.

      Most of the girls at Warwick’s were daughters of barons and viscounts and captains of industry. As a middle-class hat maker, George Fitzsimmons wanted the same opportunities for his own daughter—she was the granddaughter of a viscount, after all— especially the opportunity for her to meet the brothers of those daughters and the well-to-do of British society.

      Even if he didn’t expect her to end up married to a member of the ton, George was quite sure Emma could marry well given her part ownership of the hat shop he would leave behind. Sir William had agreed, assuring the hat maker he would see to it there would be funds to cover her tuition and living expenses until such time as a suitable marriage could be arranged.

      Emma had other plans, though.

      In an effort to secure her own financial future, she had arranged to sell her father’s business to his young partner and use some of the funds from the sale to attend the accounting course. Having done her father’s books for many years, she found she enjoyed working as an accomptant and wanted to pursue it as an occupation.

      When she had explained her plan to Sir William last October, however, he was dumbfounded. “An occupation?” he had repeated in surprise, sitting up as straight as he could given his girth. “But... but, you’re a... gel,” he stammered. “Whom do you expect will hire you to be an accomptant?” he asked, trying hard not to be angry with the willful girl. “And what of a companion? You shouldn’t be in public without the benefit of a chaperone.”

      Emma’s shoulders slumped as she considered her banker’s words. “If I do well in school, it shouldn’t matter if I’m of the fairer sex,” she countered naïvely. “I must have a fallback, after all,” she had explained quickly. “What if I’m not able to find a suitable husband? I must be able to see to my own finances. Have my own place to live. Hire a companion. When I’m done at Warwick’s, of course,” she had added, seeing the look of consternation on her banker’s face.

      She hadn’t mentioned her desire to be as independent as possible. And she didn’t want to enter into what could be an unhappy marriage just for the sake of being married. There were too many girls at the school who had done just that and were now bemoaning their domestic situations.

      A marriage was not in her immediate future.

      But she wasn’t about to tell her banker that.

      Sir William sat in silence for a moment, remembering her words from their last meeting. Impressed by Emma’s comments and a bit smitten by the young woman, he had allowed her expenditure. If he wasn’t already happily married, and if he were twenty years younger, he would have proposed marriage right then and there.

      A woman who wants to see to her own finances! And could!  The young woman had already shown remarkable restraint, spending money only on tuition and a few necessities—rarely on gowns and frippery. Once she had her own townhouse, she would take possession of the household goods and furnishings, currently in storage, from her parents’ home above the hat shop, making it unlikely she would have to spend funds in that regard.

      With her father’s name in every hat sold from his shop in Oxford Street by the new owner, his legacy of producing “Hats that make the gentleman” might continue for many years to come.

      Any man should be glad to have her, Sir William thought proudly.

      It was at that moment Sir William decided he would see to it Emma Fitzsimmons had a townhouse and a very suitable husband.

      Even if he had to be the one to find her both.
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            A DAY IN THE LIFE OF AN IMPORTER

          

        

      

    

    
      January 21, 1802, Puddle Dock, London

      Thomas Wellingham regarded the red brick building that housed the import business he had inherited from his father and took a deep breath.

      Two sides of the lower story now included large doors that could be opened to admit loaded drays while the other sides were made up of a series of horse stalls. From the ground, a passerby wouldn’t give it a second look. However, with its row of sleek windows circling the second story, Wellingham Imports appeared more sophisticated than the surrounding warehouses and businesses along Puddle Dock.

      With the building renovation complete, Thomas could proceed with more important matters—growing the business. In the few years since Graham Wellingham’s death, he had managed to expand the reach of his company. The import-export concern dealt in as many products native to the British Isles as it did with goods from other lands.

      Thomas was careful in his selection of items to import, ensuring they had buyers or markets in London. He was even more careful in selecting the captains of ships with whom he contracted for importing from the Continent as well as the new United States.

      As opposed to his competitors’ grueling and dangerous working conditions and filthy warehouses, his employees enjoyed two days off each week after toiling ten hours a day in a warehouse kept as clean as was possible. As a result, he had gained a reputation as a fair businessman and was well liked by those who served him.

      His latest project, a large network of overland transports made up of horse-drawn coaches, was just about complete. Following schedules meant to seem irregular to those that might be tempted to rob them, the coaches were a reliable means of transporting goods from all over England to his warehouse near the River Thames as well as distributing imported goods to customers as far north as Scotland.

      Unlike most of the London importers, Wellingham Imports was located near the Blackfriars Bridge. His office and those of the support staff—clerks, brokers, and buyers—were inside the very warehouse that stored the bounty for which they were responsible.

      “Mr. Wellingham, may I have a word?” Stephen Bingham asked as he approached the owner of Wellingham Imports.

      Thomas paused and allowed the warehouse manager to fall in step next to him. “Of course. What is it?” he asked as he brushed dust off his long great coat with one gloved hand while holding his hat in the other. Although it was the middle of winter, the weather was kind enough to allow him to drive a gig the six miles to the warehouse from his home west of London.

      The warehouse manager held out a manifest. “We received this crate this morning. I have an order for the contents, but the buyer, or rather, the shop in this case, doesn’t seem to be in business any longer,” he explained as he pointed to a name on the paper.

      Thomas took the manifest and studied it. “Damn!” he cursed under his breath as he recognized the name. “Worthington Drapers doesn’t exist anymore. I overheard someone at Boodles say he went bankrupt last month,” Thomas continued in explanation, shaking his head as he entered his office.

      Stephen followed him in, a scowl on his face. “Can we find another buyer?” he asked, hoping to get rid of the crate to make space for another shipment.

      Sighing, Thomas replied, “I’ll see what I can do, but finding a buyer for two-hundred and fifty yards of brocade will be next to impossible. No one makes gowns out of the stuff anymore,” he added. “Drapes for windows, maybe,” he murmured.

      He hadn’t done business with Harding, Howell and Company in the past. Perhaps it was time he approach the fashionable draper. “This is exactly why I prefer dealing with the cotton factories,” he added as he regarded the manifest. How different importing would be if Richard Arkwright hadn’t invented the water frame and made it possible to spin yarn and make cotton and silk fabrics in England.

      After a long pause, he returned his attention to Stephen and said, “Move the crate to the back corner, and I’ll see what I can do.” And if I can do nothing? How might an expense like this be handled in the new kind of accounting his friend Mr. Stokes was teaching? What was the man calling it?

      Cost accounting.

      What little of it he knew seemed to make sense. Include not just the expenses of payroll and raw materials to make products, but also account for the costs of the building in which the products were made and the expenses associated with getting them to where they needed to go once they were finished.

      Nodding, Stephen seemed about to take his leave but turned back to face his employer. “There’s one other issue,” he said with some hesitation.

      Having removed this great coat and top coat, Thomas loosened his cuffs and began rolling up his sleeves. “Of course. What is it?”

      The manager hesitated a moment. “I may have simply read the ledger wrong, but I think some of the numbers from last week’s shipments were...” He paused, uncertain of how to put voice to his concern.

      “Damn it, man, what is it?” Thomas asked, his brows furrowing in concern.

      “I think the amounts were entered incorrectly. The addition was all wrong.”

      Thomas stiffened. If Stephen Bingham had noticed the very same errors Thomas had discovered the night before while reviewing the latest ledger, then someone in the clerking office had made a mistake. “Off by ten pounds?” he whispered, giving the open door to his office a quick glance.

      Stephen’s eyes widened. “Yes. How—?”

      “I took the ledger home last night.” After a pause, Thomas shrugged. “It may be nothing, but don’t speak of it to anyone else.”

      The warehouse manager nodded. “Yes, sir.” He took his leave of the office, pulling the door shut behind him.

      Thomas moved to his desk and regarded the piles of papers—manifests and orders, receipts and bills—that required he give them enough notice so his clerks could do their jobs.

      At five-and-twenty, Thomas was as handsome as any pale, brown-haired, brown-eyed Brit could be. Not quite six feet tall, he took pride in his appearance, he bathed regularly, he kept regular hours, and he was married to his work.

      With a younger sister he was determined to properly raise, educate, and see married before he would consider matrimony, Thomas often dined with friends or spent time at Boodles to keep up with the social scene of London.

      His preference, though, was to spend the late afternoons and evenings at his estate home west of London.

      Woodscastle, at one time an unentailed property of the Trenton earldom, had been given to his father, Graham, as a wedding present. Since the younger brother of the Earl of Trenton had apparently disappointed his family by marrying a commoner, the earl bestowed him with what had been the house he used for trysts and hunting parties.

      Once a brick jewel just off Burlington Lane near Chiswick, Woodscastle had suffered a great deal of neglect and had stood empty for the five years before his father and mother moved in. They began renovations when he was a small child, using every bit of the profit his father made off the import business to pay for a new roof over the east wing and for a few rooms to be renovated.

      Although the rooms along the east wing and front of the home were livable, the entire upper west wing was still uninhabitable. Although Thomas had intentions of completing the upgrades to the estate, he had instead concentrated on upgrading Wellingham Imports by reinvesting his profits into the business.

      Horses and coaches were expensive.

      He continued to employ the staff his father had hired for Woodscastle—a butler who was also his valet, a housekeeper, a maid, a cook, and two grooms. With his sixteen-year-old sister in a private girls’ boarding school in London for eight months of the year, he was able to take her to dinner or dine with her at the boarding house when time permitted. Depending on how the day progressed, dinner with her seemed like a good prospect for that evening.

      “Master Overby,” he called out to a young boy who came running up when he heard his name.

      “Yes, sir,” the youth replied with a bow, his face smudged with soot.

      “Do you remember how to get to Warwick’s in Glasshouse Street? To Gamma House?” Thomas asked. He wished the boy would wash occasionally and often wondered if William Overby had a mother.

      “Yes, sir,” the boy replied with a lopsided grin. He was missing one front tooth and at least two on the bottom, and his stained clothes were common to those children who called a tenement in the Seven Dials area home.

      “Please deliver the message that I will be taking my sister out to dinner this evening. I plan to be there to collect her at seven o’clock sharp,” Thomas stated. “Once you’ve delivered the message, come straight back here. No detours.” Thomas reached into his waistcoat pocket and found some farthings. “But buy some sallop on your way back,” he added as he handed the startled boy the coins.

      The youth nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Wellingham,” he said happily and hurried off.

      After several stops at various offices to check in with his employees, Thomas finally took a seat at his desk and began the task of wading through piles of contracts, manifests, and inventories.

      At two o’clock, he set off for the nearby Crown and Anchor for a mid-day meal, hoping he’d find a friend with whom to share his luncheon. He was not disappointed when Todd Vandermeer of the East India Company entered the inn just after Thomas was seated.

      “Mr. Vandermeer,” he said as he waved to a chair at his table. “Please, join me.”

      The very tall, thin man grinned and nodded as he placed a hand on the back of the chair across from Thomas. Tan pantaloons, a white blouse and a white cravat only exaggerated his height. But his tail coat, made of bath coating, was dark blue and suited his pale complexion and angular features. Except for the mud smears on his brown tasseled Hessians, Todd Vandermeer was impeccably dressed. “Mr. Wellingham, it is very good to see you again. I trust you are well?” he asked as he sat down and placed his walking cane against the edge of the table.

      Of all the men Thomas knew to carry canes, Todd was the only one who actually required a cane to help him walk. “Yes, thank you for asking,” Thomas replied as he leaned back in his chair. “And you?”

      The dark-haired man shook his head. “My knees ache terribly in this weather,” Todd complained. “But, otherwise, I’m well,” he added as he placed his beaver on the chair next to him. “It is fortuitous that I find you here today.”

      Thomas straightened. “Indeed?” He regarded the man who had been his friend since their days as caddies—Thomas for his father and Todd for a trader at the East India Company.

      The tall man nodded. “I have news,” he said quietly. “East India has just formed a company to build their own docks on the Thames,” he whispered, glancing around the room as he said it. “You cannot speak of this with anyone just yet.”

      Thomas nodded and leaned across the table. “This is, indeed, great news. Perhaps the city leaders will now approve my request for building my own dock,” he replied with a genuine smile. Thomas had submitted the request months before, but the topic never seemed to come up at city meetings, and with so many political bodies involved in London’s planning decisions, it could be several more months before he would receive an approval. As a result of his request, though, several other companies had followed suit by putting in their own applications.

      The London docks were simply too crowded to accommodate all the ships making deliveries to London, and the traffic on the river was too congested to allow for import businesses to bring in more shipments. The only solution seemed to be to locate an import business on the river and to have a dock directly adjacent to the company warehouse.

      “When will you start construction?” Thomas asked, but when he noticed the server approaching to take their order, he sat back. He nodded to Todd to order first.

      “Shepherd’s pie and an ale for me,” Todd said, his tone suggesting his boredom with the offerings.

      “I will have the same,” Thomas added with a bit more enthusiasm. The waiter bowed and disappeared into the kitchen.

      Todd leaned over the table. “It will be at least four years before they’re ready for use, though,” he said with a frown. “They will be built between Blackwall Reach and Bugsby’s Reach, and I believe our current facilities at Blackwall will be merged with new docks,” he said, referring to the docks used for fitting out and repairing ships. “The West India Docks intended for unloading inbound ships will be complete on the Isle of Dogs later this summer,” he added as he rolled his eyes. “But the docks they intend to use for loading outward bound ships won’t be complete for several years.”

      “Several years?” Thomas questioned, concern etching his face. “Why so long? I plan to have mine built within a month or two of approval. At least, that’s the amount of time I’ve been told it will take to build one,” he said quietly.

      Sighing, Todd sat back and spread his arms. “You are building but one dock to accommodate one ship,” he said as he held up a forefinger. “We are building enough to moor two-hundred and fifty ships.”

      His shoulders dropping, Thomas shook his head. He had never considered the East India Company to be a direct competitor in the import business since his selection of goods didn’t match what they were bringing into the city. But the resources available to the John Company, money as well as political power, far exceeded any that would be available to Thomas and his small business. “Perhaps I should have requested two docks,” Thomas said with mock amusement.

      Todd smiled as he caught his friend’s meaning. “Perhaps. But you have done a remarkable job building up your business without having your own dock space. Companies like mine need companies like yours to do the part of the business we do not want. Who would have ever thought to set up an overland transportation business with as many coaches as you must be operating? And just how many horses do you own now?”

      Thomas considered Todd’s comments before replying. “I have ninety-four,” he stated, figuring he would have at least that many by the end of the year. “Most are Cleveland Bays, but we use some Friesians for the northern routes.”

      “Damnation,” Todd replied with a shake of head. “I guess having your own stables was the best decision you made when you built onto that box,” he said with a grin, referring to the building that housed Wellingham Imports.

      Nodding, Thomas leaned back as he noticed the waiter returning with their food. The youth set their plates on the table along with two tankards of ale.

      Thomas lifted his ale and Todd followed suit. “To the import business,” Thomas said with a grin.

      “Aye,” Todd replied and took a drink. “’Tis a good business. Our financials were just released to us. On the first of March last year, the debts of the John Company amounted to about five-and-a-half million pounds and our effects were nearly fifteen-and-a-half million pounds. Our sales were up over seven=and-a-half million pounds. We nearly doubled sales in just eight years!” he exclaimed quietly, his tone suggesting that even he was surprised by the numbers.

      Thomas’ eyes widened. “And these would be the same eight years you have been a broker,” he said as he smiled and slapped Todd across one arm. “Congratulations.”

      Todd shrugged his shoulders, not having considered the information in that context. “Thank you,” he replied with a nod, obviously uncomfortable with the compliment. “So, what are you doing to enjoy life these days?” he asked, no longer wanting to talk about business.

      Eyebrows arched, Thomas had to think about the question. “Not much, really,” he finally replied. “A good ride on my horse and an occasional book. And you?”

      Todd started to eat but stopped with his fork in mid-air. “I am thinking it is time I find a wife,” he answered matter-of-factly. He didn’t seem pleased at the thought, if only because he was overwhelmed at the thought of how he should go about finding one.

      Having spent the better part of the morning reading a women’s journal from Paris, Todd had decided women were fickle. But he was determined to discover which fashion trend could make its way to England and be successful with the women of Great Britain.

      The contents of the journal had him slightly frightened and very confused.

      Startled by the comment about finding a wife, Thomas angled his head. “And what made you start thinking this?” he asked, crossing his arms and grinning. He had known the broker since he was five years old, and he had never heard the man speak of an interest in courting—or even in women. For several years, Thomas had figured the man to be a molly.

      Staring into his shepherd’s pie, Todd shook his head. “I’m six-and-twenty... and I’m lonely, Mr. Wellingham. Every night I go home to an empty house…”

      Thomas guffawed. “Empty?” he chided with an amused expression. “You must have at least twelve servants working at your mansion.” The man’s three-story abode took up an entire corner where it was located in the tony portion of the West End called Cavendish Square.

      Todd shook his head and leaned over the table. “Eleven, actually. Eight of them are younger women. And there isn’t a one I’d want to spend an evening with in the library... or the bedchamber,” he replied with a raised eyebrow. He had heard talk that the former owner had taken advantage of his status as master of the house, personally seeing to it that no virgins were left on the staff by the time Todd held the title to the house. “You see, I wish to find a woman who has a... a brain and an interest in the world. Someone with whom I can have a conversation that doesn’t involve the latest scandal or gossip or what frippery she should acquire for a ball or soirée. Unfortunately, our society does not seem to allow the fairer sex to display such qualities, so I’m at a loss as to how to find such a woman.”

      Silent for a moment, mostly because he was incredulous at what he was hearing, Thomas realized Todd Vandermeer was quite serious. Had he not decided to see his sister married before he would begin courting, perhaps he, too, would be looking for a wife. “Do you have your eye on anyone in particular?” Thomas asked carefully.

      The tall man shook his head. “No. But I suppose I should ask you about your sister. Does Miss Christiana have any prospects? If you haven’t already arranged something for her, I mean,” he asked. Last he had seen the girl, she was developing into an attractive young woman who carried herself as if she were much taller and older than she was.

      Thomas dropped his fork. “She’s only sixteen,” he replied, rather stunned Todd Vandermeer would even ask about Christiana. “And she’s less than half as tall as you are,” he added, trying to bring back some of the humor they had shared only a few moments before.

      Todd slumped in his chair. “You would have to bring up the height problem, now wouldn’t you?” he accused with mock disgust. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I swear, where does a man such as me find a Long Meg in this town?” he asked rhetorically.

      Taking a swig from his tankard, Thomas swallowed and thought a moment. “Well, I have never met the woman, but my sister’s roommate at Warwick’s is supposed to be rather tall. At least, according to Christiana.”

      It was Todd’s turn to guffaw. “Everyone is tall compared to Miss Christiana,” he countered. “But how old is this roommate of your sister’s?”

      Thomas suppressed a grin, glad he had piqued his colleague’s interest. “Well, she is due to finish Warwick’s this spring, and I know she is at least two years older than Christiana. Eighteen, maybe more?” he guessed. “Would you like me to arrange a meeting? I’m actually taking my sister to dinner tonight—”

      “No,” Todd quickly replied. “Not yet. I am... just thinking about this,” he said with conviction. “And I’m a bit dubious about courting girls from wealthy families,” he added, his brows furrowing in disgust at the thought. “She is rich, isn’t she?” he asked. “It’s just that, I do not need to marry a rich girl. I have made a small fortune working at East India, and I really don’t think I want to deal with the hubris that comes with marrying into a wealthy family,” he explained, still shaking his head.

      As an orphan, he had no inheritance or family connections to offer in a marriage deal, and he wasn’t looking for any in a possible bride. “But I’d also prefer to marry a woman who feels affection for me rather than for my pocketbook.” He took a long draw on his ale and set down the tankard.

      Thomas finished a bite of the pie. “I rather think all the girls who attend Warwick’s come from wealth to some degree. I don’t know how their fathers could afford the tuition and room and board if they did not,” he said as he considered Todd’s comments. “But you must know that not all rich girls come from wealthy families,” he added with amusement.

      Cocking his head to one side, Todd gave the comment a moment of consideration. “And just what the hell is that supposed to mean?” he asked, annoyance in his voice.

      Thomas placed his open palms on the table. “Were you born to a wealthy family, Mr. Vandermeer?”

      The tall man shook his head. “You know that I was not,” he replied with a frown, giving Thomas a suspicious glare.

      “And neither was my sister,” Thomas countered quietly as he leaned forward to make his point.

      Todd thought about Thomas’ statement. “I see what you mean,” he finally admitted, his expression changing. “All right then. But I still want to think about this some more,” he said before he took a bite of his pie. After a moment of contemplation, he said, “So…,” before deciding his line of questioning might not be appropriate. When Thomas indicated he should continue, Todd asked carefully, “If not a wife, then what is it you find yourself wanting these days?”

      Thomas grinned at his friend’s query. “Besides my own dock, you mean?” he answered playfully. He paused in thought for a moment. “I suppose I should be wanting a new roof for the west wing of Woodscastle,” he murmured as he continued to ponder the odd question. At Todd’s upraised eyebrows, Thomas added, “The entire west wing is in disrepair. My father was barely able to complete repairs on the east wing, and I’ve not had the interest to even start on the west side of the house. I’m more interested in my company, I suppose,” he explained before taking another bite of his pie.

      “Hmm,” Todd replied simply. “I see your point, though. I wasn’t interested in where I lived or what I lived in until after I’d come to some sort of comfort, I suppose one could say, with my profession. Now I find myself hardly caring about my work and more interested in my house and having a wife to go home to every night,” he said quietly.

      Thomas gave a ‘humph’ and stared at Todd in disbelief. “My God, man, what has gotten into you?” he teased as he allowed a large smile.

      Returning the broad smile, Todd replied, “I’m getting old, I suppose.”

      The smile on Thomas’s face slowly disappeared as he considered his friend’s words. “Ask your colleagues about the availability of their sisters,” he suggested.

      Todd nodded and a thought struck him. He leaned over the table again. “When it comes to our fairer sex here in Britain, do you suppose they would wear the latest gown from France?” he whispered, an eyebrow raised in question. One hand reached into a waistcoat pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper.

      Frowning, Thomas leaned over his plate. “What gown might that be?” he asked, wondering if he should consider importing such an item.

      Todd unfolded the page from a women’s journal and held it out toward Thomas. He glanced around to be sure no one was listening. “Transparent gowns,” he said simply, giving the paper a shake as he said the words.

      Convinced he hadn’t heard the word correctly, Thomas’ eyebrows knitted together before his eyes took in the drawing of a lithe Parisian woman apparently wearing such a gown. “Transparent?” he repeated, his face taking on a redder shade. “As in... one can see through to their... ” His question trailed off without him finishing as he studied the artwork and realized, that, indeed, the transparent gown allowed one to see right through to a woman’s undergarments. And stockings. And garters.

      Nodding his head, Todd replied in a whisper. “Pantaloons and corsets, yes. It seems it is the latest rage in Paris.”

      Thomas sat back and considered the idea. Would a self-respecting British woman be seen in Hyde Park wearing a gown that displayed her corset for all to see? His face screwed up as he considered the thought. “No, I don’t believe they would be very popular here,” he replied finally. “Although, perhaps the more well-to-do courtesans might be convinced to wear them when their gentlemen come calling,” he added with a teasing grin.

      A large smile split Todd’s face as he considered that those very men would probably be the ones to purchase the gowns for their mistresses. “Thank you for your input, my friend. I think I shall forget the idea,” he said as he fished some coins from his pocket and placed them on the table. “I will pay for luncheon today,” he added as he pushed away from the table.

      “Well, thank you, Mr. Vandermeer, but are you leaving so soon?” Thomas asked, his face taking on a look of concern as he noticed the nearly full plate of food in front of Todd. “You have barely touched your pie.”

      The importer frowned and shook his head. “I have no appetite these days,” he replied sadly. “And the only times I eat well are when I’m in the company of women,” he added with a quirked lip.

      Thomas regarded his friend. “Then perhaps you really do need a wife,” he said with a grin. “But in the meantime, if you would like, we could arrange a mistress for you, or you could hire a harlot...”

      “Never!” Todd replied sternly, keeping his voice low. “I was probably born to one, and I have no intention of ever using their services.”

      Thomas stiffened. “I apologize,” he offered quietly, just then remembering he should have known better than to broach such a suggestion to Todd.

      Although the man had been orphaned, there had been nothing to suggest he was a bastard. Over the years, though, Todd Vandermeer had convinced himself his origins were most likely similar to those of Master Overby’s.

      “I don’t employ their services, either. It was untoward of me to suggest that you should,” Thomas explained quickly.

      In fact, it was nearly impossible to find a man in London who didn’t employ a whore on occasion. Some did so on a daily basis. Keeping a mistress, despite the high costs involved, had become de rigeur for the wealthy single as well as married men in town.

      The tall man smiled and nodded at Thomas. “Apology accepted, of course. Now, I really must be going. Give my regards to Miss Christiana, won’t you?”

      Thomas drained his tankard. “I will. Thank you for luncheon, Mr. Vandermeer. And thank you, too, for the news.”

      “My pleasure, Mr. Wellingham.” With that, Todd limped out the door with the help of his cane.

      Thomas was left thinking about docks and marriage.

      When Thomas returned to the office, he dispatched Master Overby to Woodscastle to request that one of his grooms, Mr. Allen, come to town with the town coach. The youth took off on a horse and was back within two hours with word that Mr. Allen would be there at six o’clock. Thomas then sent the youth to make a reservation at Reagan’s, a restaurant suitable for a member of the fairer sex in the West End.

      By the time Mr. Allen arrived, Thomas had managed to clear most of the papers from his desk and had begun reviewing the ledgers for the current week. Grateful for the interruption, he set them aside, donned his topcoat, great goat, and hat, and stepped into the town coach.
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      “I am beginning to think this roommate of yours doesn’t exist,” Thomas said, his tone suggesting he was annoyed when Christiana informed him Emma Fitzsimmons was not in residence.

      “She is in accounting class,” Christiana explained when she joined Thomas in the parlor. She reached up and kissed her brother on the cheek. Dressed in her whitest muslin gown, she looked as if she were about to attend her first ball. She had decorated the top of the skirt with a bright blue ribbon. Egyptian style earbobs hung from her ears, and an ornate comb decorated her strawberry blonde hair. She was pulling on long gloves as Mrs. Streater, the headmistress of the school, entered the parlor.

      “It is so good to see you again, Mr. Wellingham,” the elderly lady enthused as she curtsied to Thomas’ bow.

      “And you, Mrs. Streater,” Thomas replied. “I hope taking my sister to dinner tonight is not an inconvenience,” he said politely, knowing the headmistress would never say if it were.

      “Not at all,” Mrs. Streater replied with a toothy smile. “However, you must know you are invited to dinner anytime you would wish to join the young ladies here,” she added, her hands wrung together in front of her considerable bosom. “They can always use the practice of dining in the company of a gentleman.”

      Thomas nodded. “I shall consider it for next month,” he replied quickly. Turning to his sister, he asked, “Are you ready?”

      Christiana handed over her redingote and slipped her arms into the sleeves as Thomas held it open. “I am now,” she said before she led him to the vestibule.

      Mr. Allen bowed and assisted Christiana into the small coach. “’Tis very good to see you, Miss Christiana,” the coachman said in his thick accent.

      “Are you well, Mr. Allen?” Christiana asked.

      “Indeed. Mrs. Werthers says to give you her regards. She was asking if you would be home before your school ends for the summer.”

      Christiana gave her brother a hopeful glance. “You should come home for Easter, at least,” he suggested.

      Christiana’s disappointed sigh was missed by her brother. “I was hoping to come home more often this spring. Maybe for Sundays?” she suggested, wishing her brother would arrange for the extra trips between Woodscastle and Warwick’s. Although it wasn’t a long distance to the estate in Chiswick, it did require travel by horse or carriage and one of the only two groomsmen available at Woodscastle.

      “I don’t believe it will be feasible, Christiana,” Thomas replied. “Despite the season, my work has kept me from home far more than I expected,” he explained as he took her hand and squeezed it gently.

      How many miles had he covered while visiting coaching inns? Making the initial arrangements for his drivers and horses to be housed during their delivery treks had him traveling more than expected, but there was no one else he could send in his stead. If the current routes proved profitable, there would be more such trips in the spring.

      Given how dark it was, Christiana didn’t bother trying to hide her disappointment. To Mr. Allen she said, “Please give Mrs. Werthers my love, and let her know I will be home for Easter.” She slumped in the seat and folded her gloved hands in her lap, keeping Thomas’ hand between them.

      “Very good, miss,” Mr. Allen replied with a tip of his hat. He waited for Thomas to be seated before he closed the door and climbed onto the driver’s seat.

      The trip to Reagan’s didn’t take long this time of the evening. Most warehouse workers would have left their places of employment and been home by now, while the shops on the nearby Strand generally stayed open until ten o’clock at night.

      As the coach bumped along the cobblestones toward the restaurant, Thomas Wellingham studied his younger sister. She had matured considerably over the course of the past year. At sixteen, she could look like a little girl with her strawberry blonde ringlets and simple bun atop her head. Tonight, she appeared much older with her hair in a more elegant roll outlined with a braid and a ringlet on either side of her face. “You look very beautiful this evening. Did one of the lady’s maids do your hair?” he asked as he spread a quilt over their legs to ward off the evening chill.

      “Goodness, no,” she replied. “Miss Emma did it for me before she left for class tonight.” She didn’t add that the Gamma House had only two abigails for the six girls who lived there, so most dressed themselves and only vied for the abigails’ time when it came to their corsets and hair.

      Thomas shook his head, snorting in the process. “I don’t suppose I’ll have the pleasure of meeting her later tonight then, shall I?”

      Emma Fitzsimmons and his sister had been roommates at Warwick’s Grammar and Finishing School for nearly three terms, and he had yet to meet the girl. When Christiana’s first roommate left Warwick’s to elope with a soldier, Christiana was moved into Emma’s room. Ever since, she had extolled the virtues of the older and much taller girl. Although Thomas was anxious to meet Emma—and to thank her for looking after his sister so well—he was beginning to think she was avoiding him.

      Deliberately.

      Christiana shrugged and pulled up the quilt to cover her shoulders. “I don’t expect so. When she is done with class tonight, she will have homework. I think she was awake past midnight doing accounting,” she commented, her nose wrinkled in disgust.

      Thomas furrowed his brows. “Accounting? Are you quite sure?” he asked, wondering if his sister had said the right word.

      “I am. She takes a class at night and won’t be finished until the late spring,” she said as she watched her brother’s backlit profile in the cold night. She wondered at his sudden interest in her roommate.

      Thomas thought a moment. “And what does she intend to do after she finishes Warwick’s and this accounting class?” he asked. “She cannot expect to gain a position, can she?” he asked rhetorically. “She is a woman, after all.”

      Christiana turned to gaze on her brother. “But she does plan to gain a position,” she argued. “She has no prospects for marriage, and I’m quite sure she has no intention of being kidnapped by a fat broad,” the young girl added, referring to the generally overweight women who ran the brothels in London.

      Shocked at the comment, Thomas gasped and stared at his sister. “I’m quite certain Miss Emma is safe from a life of prostitution,” he said in a lowered voice. “After all, she must come from money or she wouldn’t be attending Warwick’s,” he stated with certainty.

      Her eyes rolling at her brother’s stubbornness, Christiana replied, “Her late father saw to the cost of finishing school, of course. But what is she to do after school is over in the spring? When her funds run out?”

      Thomas considered his sister’s words. What indeed?Genteel women weren’t allowed to work, really, although he knew many who were in charge of businesses or who were quite involved in their family’s trade. “I hope she is able to find a position suited to her education, then,” he said doubtfully, wondering how a woman in London could expect to find employment other than that as a servant, seamstress, milkmaid or street vendor. A governess, perhaps?

      “I know you will like her when you finally meet her. She thought your lecture on importing was quite interesting,” Christiana said matter-of-factly. “I can’t imagine what you said, but she was quite taken with the topic.”

      Thomas sat up straight and stared at his sister. “She was in that lecture hall?”

      As a favor to Alexander Stokes, Thomas had agreed to speak to the class about Wellingham Imports. He remembered thinking he had seen a women among the students, but the hall was filled to capacity, and a gas light above his head had made it difficult to see those in the audience.

      Christiana nodded her head. “We’re here,” she said with some excitement as she pointed to the restaurant.

      “Indeed,” Thomas replied as Mr. Allen steered the coach to a space near the entrance and halted the horses.

      “You will need to inform me on everything that has happened at Warwick’s,” Thomas said as he helped Christiana out of the carriage. “You are my only source of gossip these days,” he said with a nod in Mr. Allen’s direction.

      Once inside, a host seated them in a banquette near the back of the room and left Thomas with a menu board. He barely glanced at the offerings but asked Christiana what she wanted. “The fruit tray here is very delicious,” she suggested, hoping he would order it as a first course.

      “Very good, then,” Thomas replied. He placed orders for the both of them. When the waiter left them, he leaned forward. “So, tell me the news. What has happened since Christmas?” he asked with a wicked grin.

      Christiana knew her brother enjoyed gossip as much as anyone, but it still surprised her when he seemed to take joy in the not so good news of aristocrats. Had he been born a generation earlier or had his uncle as a father, he might have been an earl!

      A waiter brought wine and water. “I will do so. But where to start?” she asked, thinking back to the beginning of the month. “The Beta House is short two girls. Miss Katherine and Miss Katy—they are twin sisters, you remember—they were married over the holiday to some boys from Kent. Brothers, actually, but not twins,” she began in earnest. “Their parents were most happy since there was some concern they would be old maids if they didn’t marry by the time they reached eighteen.”

      Thomas raised an eyebrow and took a sip of wine. “A girl cannot even be married without parental consent until she is twenty-one, for goodness sake,” he countered, a confused expression on his face. “Old maids, indeed.”

      Christiana smiled and shrugged, deciding not to press the issue. “In our house, Miss Elizabeth came back from holiday betrothed to a much older man from Sussex. She will marry in June. I believe her parents arranged it since she was most upset at first, but the man sends her letters nearly every day, and gifts, too. I think she rather likes the attention,” she said as the waiter brought them a tray of honey-glazed fruits.

      Mostly cubed apples, dates, and raisins, the dish varied according to the season. Noticing Thomas’ appreciative eye, she said, “Please, do try some.”

      Tom stabbed an apple with his fork and thanked her. “Did Miss Elizabeth say what her betrothed does for employment?” he asked before tasting the fruit.

      “I don’t think he works, Thomas. He is a wealthy man with an estate near Shipley,” she replied. “Perhaps he is a viscount or some such.”

      Thomas thought a moment. Most of the girls would never actually complete four years of elocution, art appreciation, French, music, dancing, drawing, painting, theatre, grammar, sewing, and social intercourse classes at Warwick’s—because most married before they completed three years. “Besides Miss Emma, are there any other very tall girls at the school?”

      Christiana finished a date and replied suspiciously, “Pray tell, why do you ask?”

      Thomas sighed and helped himself to a date. “I had lunch with Mr. Vandermeer today.”

      “Oh,” Christiana replied, sitting back in the banquette, her shoulders drooping. “As much as I wish to be married before I am eighteen, please don’t arrange a marriage for me with him,” she pleaded, her face screwing up in an
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