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Fetter Lane, London, late November 1809

Eli totted up the shop’s monthly accounts, measuring the outgoings against income. He noted with satisfaction that the result was a healthy margin of profit.

Although he wasn’t anticipating a shortfall, he still let out a breath in relief.

After two years of hard work and a fair bit of scrambling, he and Joseph had found a rhythm. During the prosperous autumn months they had achieved a balance between expenditure on new stock and their customers’ demands.

We can loosen our belts at Christmas and have a proper feast. I can even afford to buy a special gift for Joseph.

As if summoned by Eli’s musings, the man himself appeared in the small back room they used as an office. Joseph closed the door promptly, not to release the heat from the fire on a chilly mid-November day. The wide front room that held the shop was impossible to keep warm with customers constantly coming and going.

Not that I’m complaining, given the benefits they provide by choosing to spend their balsam with us.

Joseph perched on the edge of the desk, the stretch fabric of his buff-coloured pantaloons emphasising his muscular thighs. He needed to be properly turned out to greet customers and make the right impression, but Eli also appreciated the display.

“What’s the damage, then?” Joseph asked, a frown creasing his bronze brow.

“No damage in the slightest. We’re doing quite well.” Eli’s satisfaction showed through his native caution.

Joseph’s expression relaxed into the broad unguarded smile that Eli loved so much. Joseph’s teeth gleamed white against his dark complexion.

“I was wishing for such an answer,” Joseph remarked. “We’ve weathered leaner times during the summer and trade has been steady over the autumn. We should only get busier in the run up to Christmas.”

Eli nodded in agreement. He was about to suggest indulging in seasonal celebrations when Joseph broke across his thoughts.

“Maybe our prosperity is a sign to consider starting anew in a different district.”

“Move?” Eli asked in astonishment. “But where would we go? We’ve barely got properly established here.”

The suggestion came as such a surprise that he failed to soften his response.

He saw a flicker of wary unease cross Joseph’s face. Despite his physical stature, Joseph possessed tender feelings and could be easily hurt.

Eli rallied swiftly.

“I’m not saying I’m averse to the idea. You simply took me unawares.”

Joseph’s expression relaxed as Eli had intended.

“The notion has come upon me these past months,” he admitted. “I didn’t want to make the suggestion until we were in sufficient funds.”

“Aren’t we managing nicely here?” Eli asked cautiously.

“I suppose so. But is that enough?” Joseph’s wide dark eyes were questioning. “I reckon that with a superior situation, we could do even better.”

“Where were you thinking of?”

“Further west, where folk have more gelt to splash about.”

And where the rent is more expensive, Eli thought.

He didn’t voice his reservations for fear of causing Joseph to shrink back into impassive reserve. Joseph was so driven, energetic, and outwardly confident that Eli often forgot the decade between them in age.

Eli tamped down his misgivings, hoping they weren’t etched on his face. “Well, that’s certainly worth considering,” he lied tactfully. Another thought struck him. “Have you mentioned this to Tilly?”

“No, you’re the first to know.”

At least that’s something.

They were interrupted by the jangle of the bell from the shop, signalling the arrival of a customer.

“I’d best go and see who that is,” Joseph said, with a grimace.

“Every pound, shilling, and pence adds up.”

“Right enough. I’ll try and earn us a few more pennies.” He grinned at Eli before leaving the office.

Eli sat back in his chair with a heavy sigh, trying to absorb what he had been told.

He had imagined that Joseph was perfectly content and was dismayed to learn otherwise.

Just when we were getting comfortable, he wants us to start over again for the second time in as many years. I’m getting too old for this, he thought, as though he was in his dotage rather than only five and thirty.

For most of his working life, Eli had attended a number of gentlemen in the guise of a valet.

Since the three former servants had moved from the mansion in Bedford Square, where they had been employed, Eli had genuinely enjoyed having only himself, Joseph, and Tilly to consider.

Setting up the new business was challenging at first, but a refreshing contrast to the rigid hierarchy of being in service.

Accustomed to having to be aloof, mixing only with the upper servants, Eli had relished mingling with their neighbours on Fetter Lane and its environs. In the same way, he’d gradually reached friendly terms with his fellow merchants.

He found that an unexpected bonus of branching out into trade was being part of a community.

Eli already enjoyed a certain degree of fellowship at the Nine Elms tavern near Drury Lane which discreetly catered to men who preferred other men, but naturally, that loose network was concealed from wider view.

He had no need to hide his status as a shopkeeper.

No one blinked at two men sharing a business together with the living premises above, and the addition of a live-in maid to keep house. If they had any opinion at all, locals would regard the arrangement as purely practical.

Behind closed doors, Eli, Joseph and Tilly had become a family. Having been a disregarded skivvy, the lowest of the low in a grand household, Tilly relished taking care of the shop and the floors above. “A promotion to housekeeper,” she’d proclaimed proudly.

Like Eli, Tilly had immersed herself in the neighbourhood, making friends of her own age.

She’ll be upset at the prospect of moving, Eli thought. Aghast, even.

Eli ran a hand through his red-blond hair, racking his brain for a previous sign of Joseph’s dissatisfaction. Try as he might, he could recall none whatsoever. Joseph had seemed equally committed to their home and business as Eli and Tilly.

“Have I missed the signals?” Eli wondered out loud. He was faintly disturbed to have overlooked evidence of his partner’s growing restlessness.

The shop had been Joseph’s long-held dream, to run an emporium of superior second-hand household goods and trinkets to grace the homes of the aspirational middle classes. Eli had willingly added the cachet of a gentleman’s gentleman to their joint pursuit.
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