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London, Early 1850

Deborah excused herself from the meeting, struggling to maintain her composure. She managed a tight nod to the chairman as she left, resisting the urge to slam the heavy oak door behind her. It would have been a grave mistake to reveal her true feelings in front of the gentlemen of the Royal Commission for the Exhibition of 1851. But as her footsteps echoed through the grand, tiled corridors of the building, her composure, fragile as crystal, threatened to shatter with every stride. 

Sir Eliah Miller, philanthropist, industrialist, and lately, protector of his daughter’s sanity, caught up to her outside the arched entry. His top hat sat slightly askew, and his breath came quickly, but he smiled faintly at her fire.

“Deborah, please,” came the voice she had known her whole life.

Deborah finally stopped and turned to him. For a moment, Eliah flinched, not in fear, but in recognition. She reminded him so much of her mother, lost to influenza when Deborah was just six. The resemblance was uncanny now: long dark hair, alabaster skin, alert brown eyes – and a fire in her spirit that mirrored her mother’s exactly.

She spun on her heel. “They’ll never listen to me! Not one of them!” Deborah exploded, waving a hand toward the stone building behind them.

He raised both brows, startled. “Careful now.”

“They don’t care what I’ve proposed. They only see a young woman at their table—as if it’s some social experiment!” Her voice cracked with the fury she’d held back for hours. “They treat me like a child offering napkin doodles!”

She paced the gravel courtyard, boots crunching angrily, hands perched on her hips like a general rallying troops. The wind tugged her dark curls loose from their pins.

Her father interrupted. “But they will have to listen to me,” he said firmly.

It was challenging for women to be taken seriously in their patriarchal society. 

He sighed, placing a steadying hand on her arm. “They’ll listen – in time. They’ll have no choice. You and I both know the schedule is madness. You know how much pressure we’re under to get this Exhibition off the ground,” he continued gently. “But your framework, your structural proposals, are the only reason we’ve got a hope of delivering this Exhibition. Your plans will attract both exhibitors and visitors - I am excited!”

She stopped. Her eyes still burned, but her breath slowed.

“You’ve outmaneuvered them already. Just give them time to realize it,” Eliah finished.

She paused. The furrow in her brow eased. Her jaw unclenched slightly.

He was getting through.

Deborah stopped pacing at last. His words had begun to soothe the storm. But what calmed her more was the memory behind his eyes. The way he looked at her now was the same way he had looked at her as a child, when she fell off her pony or broke a beaker in the workshop.

Since her mother’s death, Eliah had raised her by a single creed: “prove them wrong.” It had been more than a motto; it was a compass. And she had needed it. The world was unkind to ambitious women.

“Yes,” she agreed, her voice leveling. “They can’t do it without me.” Deborah smiled wryly.

“Exactly.” He returned her smile. “Let’s visit the Hyde Park site. After that, I want to show you something down in Sydenham. I have a formula that could change everything.”

She nodded, composed again. “I’m sorry I lost my temper.”

“It’s perfectly understandable. But we’ll prove those ‘gentlemen’ wrong.”

***
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As they headed to the carriage, Deborah felt steadied again. Her father always knew how to bring her back to center.

It hadn’t always been this way. As an upper-class girl, she had been expected to stay quietly at home. Eliah had arranged for nannies, a governess, and then private tutors. 

“Deborah has opinions,” one had whispered.

“She should,” Eliah had replied.

He hoped she would become well-mannered and socially graceful. But even as a child, Deborah had rebelled against the quiet world of embroidery and etiquette. Eliah had nearly despaired—until he tried something different.

He had brought her to his iron foundry.

Eliah, once an engineer, had used a family inheritance to purchase an ironworks. His instincts had paid off. His fortune expanded, his reputation grew. But with no son, he had turned to Deborah. He encouraged her to attend meetings, study blueprints, and observe machinery. Slowly at first, but consistently. He wanted her not only informed but empowered—capable of independence and income on her own terms.

She had taken to it like flame to kindling.

Deborah adored the whole arc of creation: from idea to sketch, sketch to plan, plan to structure. Watching it all unfold made her pulse with purpose.

***
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Then one day, when Deborah was in her early twenties, Eliah said something unexpected:

“I think it’s time we took a short trip together, away from London.”

No matter how many times she pressed him, he refused to say more.

Deborah had rarely left London. So when their carriage rolled out past the smoky rooftops and into green countryside, it was literally “a breath of fresh air.” 

Enchanted by the small, rural villages, some sporting stone houses with thatched roofs, she reveled in the open fields, hedgerows trimmed by hand, copses of trees, weathered barns, seeing farmers with sun-worn faces. The air itself seemed lighter. She could breathe.
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