
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Rum on the Bank

Written by Jeremy Mack



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      RUM ON THE BANK

    

    
      First edition. April 3, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Jeremy Mack.

    

    
    
      Written by Jeremy Mack.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1   
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I fell for the daughter of a rum baron against her father’s wishes. My heart belongs to her, but her father’s eyes are set on power across Europe. She longs for a man who desires her for herself, not her family’s fortune. Yet, as the future rum baroness, she must obey her father’s rule in pursuing her passion for perfecting the craft of rum. 

The harsh winds blow against the window, snowflakes striking the glass in relentless bursts. The dim light of the lantern flickers, casting shadows that dance across the room. I squint through the gloom at my writing, the ink blurring on the page. At the top of the letterhead, embossed in gleaming gold, reads Lloyd’s Private Bank.

I count the coins stacked before me. “One... Two... Three.” I shake my head in disbelief. Shadows lengthen as the lantern’s glow shrinks, casting me deeper into darkness. The fireplace crackles softly, its rhythm matching the steady tick of the grandfather clock. The pendulum swings with every tick. DING. DING. DING. DING. DING. DING. The loud clock startles me as I looked up at the clock. 6 o’clock with the sun outside the window. 

“Well Mr. Rowland,” a voice calls from the doorway.

I stiffen. “Mr. Lloyd...” I muttered. Our eyes meet with the fire reflecting from his round glasses. Gereld Lloyd’s three-piece suit looked flawless in midnight black with his long locks wrapping neatly while trailing to his back. If only I had more time. It’s more my name on the line than his. If I can –"

“Six o’clock, Mr. Rowland,” he says, adjusting his tie. “No update, no news, hard times means hard choices.”

It seemed like everyone, except the bank, has fallen on hard times—at least those who owe the bank. I glance at the list in the black book. Overdue, overdue, overdue. Default, default, default. My eyes are glossy from exhaustion. Hours of mindless work, taking on Mr. Lloyd’s clients, wear on me. A few sent letters promising payment today, but It’s still unacceptable if it arrives past six.

“Mr. Lloyd, I don’t doubt they are on the way. I mean the weather–“ 

“They knew about this for over six months, Mr. Rowland,” he interrupts. “I understand you stuck your neck out for them, and I forgive you.” Mr. Lloyd makes his way to the coat hanger putting on a black buffalo coat and long top hat to stuff his locks. “Sign it and let’s get this over with.”

I stare at the multiple pieces of paper, each awaiting my signature. My hand trembles as I reach for the pen, hesitating just before the line. My mind races, scrambling for any excuse. I know he’s waiting. I know he’s—

A man burst through the door cover head to toe in snow like a snowman.

“Wait!” the man gasps, breathless. “I know It’s past six, but here, I got it. I got the money.” He grovels at Mr. Lloyd’s feet, thrusting a snow-covered bag of coins toward him.

Mr. Lloyd gives the man a blank stare before snatching the bag out of his hand. He counts each coin before handing it to me.

“Alright now, on your feet” Mr. Lloyd orders, his voice cold.

The man scrambles up, but even standing, he cowers beneath Mr. Lloyd’s towering presence. 

“You’ve brought your little farm more time” Mr. Lloyd sneers, stepping closer to the man’s face. The man trembles, though It’s hard to tell whether from fear or the bitter cold.

“Mr. Lloyd... I promise... this –” the man whimpers. 

“Don’t promise, just act,” Mr. Lloyd says, his voice sharp, “Now leave. We have others like you to deal with.” 

The man’s eyes widen with fear, and without another word, he hurries out the door. 

Mr. Lloyd adjusts his hat and wraps a scarf around his neck. “One down, many more to go,” he says, glancing at me. “Cross his name off and give him three more months.” He lets out a long, tired sigh.

I pick up the pen and scratch out a name on the long list before me. Beside it are the details: “LOAN TERM. FARM COLLATERAL.”

“Either they pay their debts or don’t bother borrowing at all. It’s that simple,” Mr. Lloyd grumbles.

“I read in the papers that this is the earliest winter’s ever come,” I say, hoping to lighten the conversation.

“Oh, but winter still comes as much as it goes. It’s not like the people don’t know It’s coming.”

“Right, but not everyone understands hedging like we do.”

“They can learn, nothing’s stopping them.” He gazes out at the snowstorm, the wind whipping harder by the minute. He shivers at the sight. “I’ve always hated snow. If I ever retire, I’ll have to move somewhere warmer.”

I barely listen as Mr. Lloyd rambles about retirement. My attention is on the next stack of papers, my brow furrowed in concern.

Apparently, it shows because Mr. Lloyd turned to me with a raised brow. “Mr. Rowland, is there something I should be worried about?”

I snap back to reality. “The people, sir,” I say.

“Mmm? Which people, boy? Be more specific!”

“The people in this town,” I explain, shaking my head. “Looking at the debt holders of this town, they may not make the winter.”

“Ah, that’s where you’re partly wrong, Mr. Rowland,” Mr. Lloyd says, tapping his cane on the table for emphasis. “Come, let’s make haste, and I’ll show you what I mean.”

I gather the papers, stuffing them into my bag. With a deep breath, I put on my long coat, gloves, and hat, adjusting my tie before buttoning up. I move to the fireplace, dimming the lantern until only the grey light from the storm outside illuminates the room.

As I open the door for Mr. Lloyd, a guest of wind and snow blows inside. Mr. Lloyd merely blinks before stepping out into the storm, while I struggle to shut the door against the wind. 
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The gray clouds cover the skies where the sun can never shine. I couldn’t help but to look at the towering buildings. The only area of the town with the tallest buildings. They’re more factories and distilleries with most of them being abandon. The brick ground crumbles under our boots for every step we take. The wind howls as it blows by our face before retreating again. 

Signs hung crookedly outside what were once bustling shops, their faded letters spelling “Closed for Business.” A woman stood in front of a dilapidated flower shop, shoveling with mechanical determination. She paused as we approached, glared, then stormed inside, slamming the door behind her.

“We’ll be seeing her next week,” Mr. Lloyd chuckled, his voice laced with amusement.

There are kids in the street having a snowball fight. They stop suddenly as we approach. They stare at us with stone faces as if our very presence interrupts their play time. One of the little boys almost looked to cry.

A weathered carriage sat abandoned, half-buried in snow—a common sight in these relentless winters. We turned into a narrow corridor, where Mr. Lloyd tapped rapidly on a door with his cane. It felt like an eternity before it creaked open to reveal a hulking man.

He was tall, his undershirt stretched tight over his chest, and his jeans were worn thin. A jagged scar ran across his face, its edge illuminated by the ember of a smoldering cigar. The air around him smelled of ash and sweat, his clothes stained with the grime of the steel mill. As he exhaled, smoke billowed out, swirling like a factory chimney.

“Yeah?” His voice was rough, like gravel.

Mr. Lloyd gave me a subtle nod. 

I cleared my throat before taking my stand before him. “Yes, we are from Lloyd’s Private Bank and –" 

“Yeah, yeah, I know who you two are, I recognize Mr. Lloyd here,” he said while twirling his cigar. He  took another big puff as if he was a steam engine that’s keeping him in motion. The cloud of smoke fills the outside air as it blows through the wind. The heat from the cigar itself seemed to warm the man since the cold wasn’t bothering him as much as it bothered me.

I clear my throat again to continue until he cut me off again.

“So, Mr. Lloyd, this is the new guy you picked up here, eh?” he said, “got a lot of work to do here.”

“In time Mr. Thompson, we all have to start somewhere,” Mr. Lloyd said.

“Where’d you find this kid anyway?”

“He’s the son of Mr. Rowland Senior.”

Mr. Thompson’s eyes widened, and he nearly choked on his cigar. “You mean this is little Theo?” He stepped outside, the cold wind whipping around him, but he didn’t flinch. His gaze bore into mine, his scarred face unreadable.

“Well, I’ll be,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Theodore Rowland. Haven’t seen one of your family in years.” He stepped back into the doorway, finally retreating from the chill. “Followed in your father’s footsteps, I see.”

“I did,” I said quietly.

“You’re the only one here, right? Where’s your brother?” he said.

I haven’t thought about my brother in a while. I haven’t thought about any of them since the incident. A slight sadness rising in the pit of my stomach. No tears, only pain as if a slight gut punch on an empty stomach. That unifiable emptiness with only a void of darkness leading to nowhere. I noticed the man’s scruff and burnt boots. The look of someone who works at the steel mill working too close to the fire. The embers melt away the leather, but the boots are hardly holding on together. 

“Do you still talk to him? I mean even after the funeral?” he asked.

“He... my brother... didn’t write back” I said still looking down. I feel my reality trying to stitch back together as I remember the last time I saw his face. The death of anyone could tear a family apart if the one who dies was the glue to begin with. Without the glue, nothing can be together especially when you know It’s broken. 

“They won’t, or they can’t?” he said with his head turned to the side with a concerning look.

I shake my head unable to answer his question. I never thought too much if it really matters. Can’t, won’t, or even if he tries to write me back. It didn’t matter now as much as it did then. I smile a little bit, “it didn’t matter, what we are here for today sir is –"

He tosses a bag of coin to Mr. Lloyd before I can finish my sentence. I looked at Mr. Lloyd who’s counting the coin in the bag one by one before looking at the man who continues taking a huge puff of his cigar. The smoke steams through his nostrils and out of his mouth. He flicks some of the ash from the tip and it blows while dancing with the snow. 

“You boys and your business only talk” he said. “When did we have so much discords between everyone?”

“You’re always welcome to stop by the office for a chat,” Mr. Lloyd said.

“Nah, I like to stay far away from that place when I can,” he said, “never a good reason why I’m coming up there.”

Most people who show up in the office are either pleading for mercy at Mr. Lloyd feet or think they can sweet talk me into an extension with their loans. Mr. Thompson’s right, It’s never a good reason anyone is walking in there during these times. Everyone is a debtor to someone, and someone is having to loan it out to keep people afloat.

“You fellas thinking going to the social event tonight?” he continued, “the rum baron here is hosting I heard.”

“I doubt we’ll have the time” Mr. Lloyd said.

“Well gentlemen, until next time.” He tips his hat, flicks the cigar out in the snow and head inside before slamming the door.

I haven’t thought about my family for a while now. I feel that I’m at the point of only trying to push him to the back of my mind. He didn’t want anything to do with me and I don’t have anything to do with him. We only choose to cast each other away and push each other to the ends of the earth if we can. I feel a knot forming in my chest the more I think about them. On one hand I resent him, but on the other, I miss them. It’s due to the time that’s passed since I last seen him. How long has it been since I’ve last heard from him? Four... maybe five months? I must remember to check the last letter I’ve received from them when I get home. 

“Come on, Mr. Rowland, we still have another stop,” said Mr. Lloyd. He had gotten what he'd come for. I nodded and we made our way down to the factory district. 

The factory district bustled with a grim energy as workers from the late shift shuffled into buildings, their faces as worn as the smoke-stained skies. Early morning workers streamed out, their expressions hardened by exhaustion and the cold. This town, clinging to survival, owed its existence to the handful of major factories still in operation.

There was the steel mill, producing metal for the city and exporting the rest through the harbor—assuming anyone wanted to trade with us. The paper factory, always bringing in timber and sending out rolls of paper. The glass factory, crafting everything from stained church windows to drinking glasses. A modest oil refinery kept the lamps burning. Lastly, the rum distillery—a glimmer of life among the decay, thanks to its prized New World spirits.

Mr. Lloyd trusted only the rum makers. The others, he believed, were already on borrowed time. Their rising costs and dwindling profits had turned them into high-risk ventures. In six months, Mr. Lloyd confidently predicted, the bank would own most of their buildings. Yet, real estate didn’t interest him; he was a lender, not a landlord.

"Each of them will fall," Mr. Lloyd muttered, tapping his cane against the cobblestones, "but one will remain standing." His eyes lingered on the rum distillery. Its lifeline was sugar—produced locally in small amounts but sourced primarily from the Caribbean. It was a calculated gamble: back the survivor and profit when the others collapsed.

Factory closures rippled through the community like a chain reaction. When the weapons manufacturer folded, the town lost one of its biggest employers. Once thriving on overseas wars and neighboring disputes, the factory had produced everything from rifles to cannons. It had been a cornerstone of my father’s banking career, one of his earliest and most lucrative clients.

"Your father poured his life into this bank," Mr. Lloyd had reminded me not long after hiring me. It was autumn, the streets blanketed in freshly fallen leaves. Mr. Lloyd, ever the chain smoker, had a cigar or pipe perpetually in hand, courtesy of generous thank-you gifts from R.R. Stein Tobacco Company.

During those early days, my job was simple: assess risks and tally the interest generated on loans. My father had recently passed, leaving behind a legacy of trust that still carried weight with clients. They didn’t know me, but my surname—Rowland—was enough.

"Just because they want to work with you didn’t mean you’re like him," Mr. Lloyd said, his tone both cautionary and cutting. "And it certainly didn’t mean you’ll see your name on the door again. The Rowland on the sign isn’t the Rowland sitting in this office. You’ll have to earn that."

At the time, the firm was still Rowland & Lloyd Private Bank, though my father’s death had already set its transformation into motion. For Mr. Lloyd, my presence was a reminder of a legacy he hadn’t chosen to inherit.

“Yes sir, I understand,” I nodded.

The first time I spoke to any of the bank’s clients was at the Colt and Hammer Arms Company factory. Mr. Lloyd came along, ostensibly to ensure I didn’t ruin the cherished relationship the bank had with them. Cherished, perhaps, more for the sake of my father’s legacy than any real affection for me. The factory had started as a modest powder mill before expanding into bullets, arms, and cannons during the gold rush—a frenzied era when dynamite and combustibles were in high demand.

Colt and Hammer were in the right place at the right time, but they needed capital to meet bigger orders. That’s where my father stepped in. He seized the opportunity and provided the largest bridge loan in the city’s history, a gamble that paid off spectacularly. The wars overseas only bolstered their growth, transforming a small powder factory into the largest arms dealer in the world.

After my father’s death, I finally met the legendary duo. Mr. Colt and Mr. Hammer, self-proclaimed arms capitals of the world, were seated behind a polished mahogany desk, peering over their glasses as though dissecting me. They weren’t brothers but might as well have been, given their matching navy suits tailored to their round frames and their uncanny synchronicity. The room smelled of cigars, though none were lit—the faded red carpet beneath them seemed to hold the scent hostage.

Mr. Lloyd and I sat opposite them, the air thick with formality. It was clear who held the power as the meeting began.

“We only care about one thing in this relationship,” Mr. Colt began, his tone clipped.

“That Mr. Rowland remains our banker,” Mr. Hammer finished, his voice like a gavel striking wood.

Mr. Lloyd stifled a groan, his patience fraying. “Mr. Rowland Jr.,” he emphasized, leaning on the “junior” like a weapon, “is merely that—a junior banker.” His voice carried the faintest edge of derision. “I, on the other hand, know these accounts inside and out. I could provide better service—just as Mr. Rowland Senior once did.”

Mr. Colt shook his head, dismissing Lloyd with a curt wave. “Either Mr. Rowland handles our account, or no one at the bank does,” Mr. Hammer said, his words as immovable as stone.

I saw Lloyd’s frustration simmering beneath his composed exterior. His hand raked through his hair, a rare lapse in his usually controlled demeanor. “What is it that Mr. Rowland Jr. can do for you to better serve your account?” he asked, his voice tightly reined.

The two men exchanged a glance, their synchrony almost unsettling. “He didn’t need to do anything,” Hammer replied.

“The name Rowland,” Colt added, “is enough to carry us anywhere.”

What neither man said outright—but Lloyd and I both understood—was that banking with Rowland & Lloyd Private Bank came with a reputation, a weighty one. It wasn’t just an endorsement; it was a mark of distinction or ruin, depending on where one stood with the firm. Colt and Hammer had built their empire with the bank’s support, and their loyalty was as much to my father’s name as to the institution itself.

Years later, after the wars ended and trade dwindled, they took that reputation and left, like so many others. My father, my mother, my brothers—they all left, one way or another. And I was still here.

The wind snapped me back to the present with a sharp, frigid sting to my face.

“Ah, here we are,” Mr. Lloyd said as we approach the gate of a distillery. The gate towers over us to defend the treasures inside and fortifies itself from the rest of the town. There’s a gold plate with an M in the middle. The snow slips right off it, and the factory from the outside looked like a palace than a factory. Above are golden arches with a moon on one side, and the sun on the other. Even with the dark clouds above, the place still shines through the gray of the town. It’s as if the factory is their own beacon of light without needing the reflection of the sun. 

“Seems more like a palace than a factory,” I said. It almost disturbs me with the amount of wealth it looked like it was trying to flaunt. 

“Dear boy, they have their eyes on the prize,” Mr. Lloyd said. I always hate when he called me “Dear boy” as if I was a child. I’m sure he only calls me Mr. Rowland since it still reminds him of my father. But that word, prize? We aren’t investment bankers, meaning we don’t care that much about investing in businesses. What prize is it that Mr. Lloyd is referring to? Questioning Mr. Lloyd, at times, can lead to his intrigue to talk about what he’s enthusiastic about or his distain to answering trivial questions. So, I went for it.

“What’s the prize?” I said.

Mr. Lloyd glanced at me, then walked towards the gate. 

A trivial question.
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Chapter 3   
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The factory was beyond anything I had ever expected. The exterior was already a beacon in the city, no doubt about that, but the interior was a living, breathing machine, infused with the unmistakable scent of rum. It was a marvel of the first age of machinery to run through our city. I watched in awe as bottles were filled automatically, without the need for hired hands. A towering vat of dark liquid—surely rum—poured its contents into bottle after bottle. Above us, workers in purple and gold overalls rolled barrels into position, uncorking them to release their contents into larger metal containers, which fed the bottling assembly line. The air was thick with sweetness, a scent like sugar blended with vanilla. It reminded me of ice cream, though there was none to be found here.

Machines cranked and clanked loudly, their steam-powered mechanisms a mystery to me. There were so many questions I wanted to ask about the operation, but I trusted Mr. Lloyd already knew the answers—or else we wouldn’t have been here in the first place.

Barrels were stacked high on either side of the factory, precariously balanced in rail systems with locking mechanisms to release them when needed. I half expected them to tumble down on us at any moment, but they remained steadfast. Perhaps they were aging rum.

“Mr. Martinez!” Mr. Lloyd called out over the noise of the assembly. His voice carried an unusual cheerfulness, one I’d only ever seen when money was involved. He clasped Carlos’s hands in greeting, both gloved palms gripping tightly, as though they were old friends.

“Mr. Lloyd! I was beginning to think you’d never escape your office,” Carlos replied, his thick accent unmistakably Cuban, a reminder of the Spanish crown’s influence. I couldn’t help but think about how men like Colt and Hammer would be giddy at the thought of another war. “And as I’ve told you before—call me Carlos. We’re all amigos here.”

Carlos was unlike most immigrants I’d seen arriving by boat. His appearance was polished and deliberate. A neatly trimmed handlebar mustache stretched wider than his face, his black, wavy hair shone in the light, and his ivory three-piece suit gave him the air of an explorer searching for a lost city of gold. His gold wristwatch gleamed so brightly it caught my gaze and held it captive. When it moved, my eyes followed. I shook my head, snapping out of it. It was just a watch, no different from countless others. Or so I told myself.

“Mr. Rowland, don’t be rude now,” Mr. Lloyd said to me, “introduce yourself.”

I cleared my throat, “My apologies, Theodore Rowland,” I said extending my hand to shake his. 

He took my hand with both hands and held it. “Yes, I am familiar of the Rowland family,” he said in a careful and concerning tone, “I would have never believed that I would actually meet a Rowland.” 

Carlos held my hand as if it was precious, well it couldn’t be as precious as that large watch on his wrist, which I caught myself staring at again. There’s something about the gold. I pull my hand away before he thinks about taking my own hand from me. 

“I’m sure you knew your father was an international man,” he continued. 

I hardly knew that much about my father’s business, but I felt Carlos didn’t need to know that. Mr. Lloyd reminds me I’m the face of the firm in moments like these.

“No matter how far our clients are, we are there for their support,” I said, reciting the Rowland effect—the signature of private banking. My father’s reputation preceded me, the family name granting us an almost mythical status. Four generations had borne the name Rowland, perhaps more. All I truly knew was that I carried the same name as my father and his father before him, a tradition reserved only for those with the right “look.” My father once told me it was all in the eyes—the same eyes Rowlands had passed down for generations.

“And yet, you’re the only one of your family who continues to provide that support,” Carlos said.

Here we go again, I thought. I couldn’t speak for the choices others in my family had made. I forced a polite smile. “We all choose our own paths in life.”

“But is this what you really want to do?” Carlos shot back.

The question caught me off guard, and I hesitated. Mr. Lloyd stepped in smoothly, saving me. “Tell us, where is the future rum distiller?” he asked, forcing a smile that was uncomfortable to watch.

Carlos didn’t seem to notice—or perhaps he did and enjoyed the attention. “Preparing for the big fiesta,” he said. “You know I’m hosting a social tonight for a special announcement?”

“Ah, the new rum you’ve been working on,” Mr. Lloyd said, rubbing his hands together eagerly.

“That, and my upcoming retirement,” Carlos said.

“Retirement?” Mr. Lloyd’s tone carried an edge of disbelief. “I thought that was at least ten years away. You’ve got so much... experience to pass on. Is the business even ready for such a drastic change? Not just the business, but the investors?”

Carlos chuckled, running a hand over a nearby barrel. “I appreciate your concern, Mr. Lloyd, but we both know you don’t care about the art of rum-making.”

He was right, of course. Lloyd didn’t care about the distillery’s craft or its legacy—only its profitability. The bank’s future was tied to the distillery’s success, especially over the next two decades. Any major change, especially in management, could jeopardize that.

“We only want to ensure our relationship remains strong,” Mr. Lloyd said, his tone measured and diplomatic.

“Indeed,” said Carlos. He checks his golden watch and looked at it with surprise. He swears in Spanish. “Ah, we need to get going or we will be late. Oscar!” 

A round face, short, burley man waddles over to the side of Carlos. His round glasses matches evenly with his face making him look sophisticated to say the lease. He wore white gloves that matches his shirt, but his hands look awfully large for them. His knuckles bulges through the gloves to the point where he may have been more of a laborer before becoming a steward to Carlos. Steward? No, more like a strong arm bodyguard the way his eyes look. The smell of cigar can emits from his wool jacket as if he was bathing in it. It overpowers the smell of the spices in the distillery alone. 

“Oscar, have you seen Claudia? We are going to be late,” Carlos asked the burly man while still looking at his watch.

“She was still powdering her nose I believe,” Oscar said in a gruff and raspy voice. The many years of cigars in one’s lungs.

“That didn’t surprise me. Oscar, I want to introduce you to Mr. Lloyd and Mr. Rowland,” said Carlos, “gentlemen this is Oscar Rodriguez. We travelled together from the motherland. He’s been with me since the beginning.”

He nodded keeping a serious face. 

I figured he’s not a handshaking type of person.

“Oscar, please fetch Claudia for me, we haven’t got much time,” said Carlos.

He clicks his heels and turned to head towards the upstairs of the distillery, but before he can make it to the stairs, a pair of loud heels echoes from the upstairs.

That’s when I saw her. The woman who took my breath away, sending it away deep in my chest. Butterflies fills my stomach. My heart dancing its own joy. 

Her purple dress swept down the stairs as if chasing her, moving with the elegance of a baroness or queen. It wasn’t the dress that defined her—it was her presence that defined the dress. She was a woman unlike anyone you’d expect in a place like this.

Each click of her heels aligned with the beating of my heart, a quick, decisive cadence. The air around her shimmered, her earrings and necklace catching the factory’s light and scattering it in golden sparks. Her every movement illuminated the room.

“More rum buyers?” she asked Carlos. “I thought we had a social to attend?” Her voice was soft with a thick Spanish accent. Her r’s roll when she pronounces the word rum.

As she descended, I couldn’t stop admiring her. My gaze lingered, an admiration so obvious that Mr. Lloyd nudged me sharply in the ribs.

“Wipe the drool from your mouth,” he muttered under his breath.

I shook my head, snapping out of my trance. “I was, uh... the gold,” I stammered, fumbling for an explanation.

“What about it?” Mr. Lloyd asked, his tone bemused.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” I said.

“It’s just gold, my dear boy.”

My eyes travelled from the crown of her long, wavy black hair—spilling down, no doubt, to the middle of her back—to her large, soft brown eyes, brimming with warmth and something deeper, more enigmatic. Her small nose and round face were perfectly proportioned, her red lipstick a bold contrast. The gold pendant resting at the centre of her chest gleamed in the light, the signature “M” etched into its surface drawing my attention.

I stared at the “M” for too long, though it must have seemed as though I were staring elsewhere entirely.

Carlos cleared his throat sharply, snapping me out of my reverie.

“Everyone’s eyes stray to what does not belong to them,” he remarked.

“Oh, no, I didn’t mean—” I began, flustered.

“To stare so hard at her jewels?” he added, raising a skeptical brow.

My face burned with embarrassment.

Mr. Lloyd shook his head with a sigh.

“Darling, I’m glad you’ve joined us,” Carlos said, his voice warm as he embraced her. He kissed both her cheeks, holding her at arm’s length to admire her. “Just perfecto. Now, let me introduce you to these gentlemen. One of them seemed particularly taken with your jewels.”

I was sweating now, trying to think of a response.

“Are you the jeweller?” she asked me directly.

The question caught me off guard. My mind went blank, and for a moment, I couldn’t remember my own name. “They’re beautiful,” I finally said, glancing at the pendant and back to her eyes. “The jewels, I mean.”

Her gaze met mine, her eyes studying me. Her smile was soft, but there was something knowing about it. “Thank you. I’m Claudia,” she said. “You have... such kind eyes.” She extended her hand, and I hesitated, painfully aware of the sweat on my palms.

Finally, I reached out and shook her hand, her fingers delicate in my grasp. “Theodore,” I said. Clearing my throat, I added, “Theodore Rowland.”

“And I’m Gereld Lloyd,” Mr. Lloyd interjected, tipping his hat and bowing his head slightly.

I almost didn’t want to let go of her hand, but I withdrew. I’m sure she notices at this point my hand is dripping.

“The jewels that you see on my beautiful daughter are the Oro of the motherland,” Carlos said, “it isn’t just gold as you people may call it here. This country didn’t know too much about precious metal.”

Carlos continued on giving us the history lesson of the Oro. I was only half listening and couldn’t take my eyes from Claudia. It’s either the shimmering gold or her soft big brown eyes. I noticed Claudia took a few  glanced at Mr. Lloyd before a concern look fill her face.

“Father, I don’t mean to interrupt but is this the same Mr. Lloyd from Lloyd’s Private Bank?”

“Indeed, darling they are,” Carlos said.

“Ah, they,” she said trailing off on “they.” 

I don’t believe it occurred to Claudia that Mr. Lloyd and I both work together. 

“Bankers,” she said in a slight disappointing accent again.

I recognize the look as I’ve seen a million times by now. The common expression of no wants anything to do with us. Bankers. No news from us is good news.

“Well, a necessary evil I suppose,” Claudia continued.

“Now, now, dear, let’s not be rude to our guest,” Carlos said. 

“I’ll be outside in the stage coat when you’re ready,” she said, “gentlemen, it was nice to meet your acquaintance, but I hope this is the only time I’ll see you two in here.” She makes her way out of the distillery. The gold continues to jingle with every step that she  took, and I couldn’t help but watch her leave with the way her back side sway. She  took a hesitant stop before looking at me again. The eyes that capture my life. In that moment, my life is gone with her as I wanted her to take me with. But for those that are not an admirer of the money merchant trade, this would call the relationship to an end. I wouldn’t make this my last time seeing her though. For I knew I had to see her again.

“Forgive her, she’s just in a rush tonight,” Carlos said, “excitement for tonight. I almost forgot to ask, will you two also be there?” I know folks like you use this more as a business than social event.”

“Perhaps,” Mr. Lloyd said, “but there is one more thing to settle before you make haste. Mr. Rowland? Would you kindly?” Mr. Lloyd turn to me and wave his hand as a presentation.

I reach into my bag searching around until I found a paper with Carlos Martinez stamped in gold at the very top. I handed it over to him and he excitedly  took the paper away from him giddying like a child. His eyes darts left and right across the paper trying to take in every word. His smile widens as wide as his mustache and almost lunge at Mr. Lloyd for a hug.

“No need,” Mr. Lloyd said while putting a hand up. He’s having never been one for much physical contact. 

Carlos hugged the paper to his chest. “Men, make sure Mr. Lloyd didn’t leave empty handed,” he said. 

Two men wheeled out a barrel with a bag of coin on top. Mr. Lloyd  took the bag and weighs it in his glove.

“The advance as requested along with the fees while keeping me ahead a little while longer.”

“It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Carlos.”

They both nod at each other in agreement.

“Now I must be off, hopefully I’ll see you two later,” Carlos said while winking at us. Oscar handed Carlos his top hat and they both head for the door. There was a slight skip in Carlos walk. He can hardly hold his joy.

“Where should we have this delivered, Mr. Lloyd?” one of the men with a more raspier cigar voice asked. Seems like almost everyone here has a cigar break that in time scratches up their throat making them sound as if they need to cough to clear the smoke out. 

Mr. Lloyd  glanced over to me and with a slight smile, “It’s all yours,” he said.

“Oh, I’m not much of a drinker,” I said.

“Neither am I, but you may want to gave it a taste now, so you know what to expect at that social tonight.”

I’m taken aback a little bit since Mr. Lloyd wasn’t a fan of me meeting with our clients alone. He didn’t trust that I could make the right decision. Or it may be more than he believes I may undermine him one day at the firm. Most clients know me by my name than anything else.

“You want me... to go alone?”

Mr. Lloyd shoves the money into his pocket, stared at me, and nodded his head slightly.

“What about the credit checks that still need processing? Plus, I do need to get back early for –".

“This is work,” he said emphasizing “is.” He  sighed and  took a deep breath, “you are the future of the firm here. I won’t always be here, but being a junior banker, you are going to be able to provide a lot more to these,” he trailed off trying to think of the right word, “fledgling businesses.” 

“Which that starts here, with this ‘fledgling’ business.”

“Exactly.”

He paused and  took another look at the building and all the barrels around him.

“Here, you can retain a really big client and some,” he said, waving his arms pointing at the barrels. “They are the gateway to the outside country. Many like him will follow seeing his success and will believe this town is the next destination to expand their business. This here is the start, and they signed a large collateral loan here. If it pays off big, there’s a lot more money to be made.” He paused again examining me. “Do you think he would be proud of you?”

I haven’t thought about my father in a while. The thought of if I am making him proud, or if I’m only failing him. It stirs a knot in my chest. What would he even think of me today? I didn’t know how to answer that question.

“Well, you knew him better than I did,” I said, “what do you think he’ll say?”

He shrugs, “only time will tell. You better not disappoint me.”

My years of work sounds like it will finally pay off. Going the banker’s route wasn’t my first choice, but it a living. Or perhaps it was to follow in his footsteps. My father’s footsteps.

He motioned over the rum workers to him, “deliver this barrel to Mr. Rowland’s place, he may need it more than me as a reminder,” Mr. Lloyd said. 

The two men whisk the barrel away.
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Chapter 4   
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The town got their boom that ended with its bust. This cold wasn’t helping anyhow. The remaining farmers are hanging by a thread and there are only a few industrial makers left here. That’s the only reason why Lloyd’s private bank survived this long. The right bet with the right people. Well, also of course having the right moat with our cash reserves that we plan every winter. Not that other businesses don’t, but there’s only so long that a business can hold off. This town use to be the epicenter for trade goods from rum, precious metal, fine silk, and many others from the port. Now with less industries, less movement and shipment at the port means less goods and workers. And the winter alone worsen the nearly ghost town. Especially, downtown. When I was younger, we were in the golden age. Before the change, before the coldness of hearts. That all seems so long ago when my father was alive. 

I lift my collar shivering while trying to protect my face from the wind, making my way down the street. These streets holds memories of my youth. Passing the frozen fountain reminds me how my brothers and I, play in the gushing fountain in the summers. The four of us Rowlands, Thomas, Turner, Troy and I. Everything with us wasn’t all fun and games. We may have been brothers, but we always tried to push each other to be better. To be like father. He always wanted to win and that we wanted to carry that spirit.
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