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Ode to Love

 

By Derrick Webber

 

Braeden Byrne is starting his career as a third-generation art detective. The owner of Briarvale Estate in Surrey, England hires him to search for her great-granduncle’s missing poetry. Cyrus Pemberton, following in the footsteps of Oscar Wilde, dared to write of his love for another man. Imprisoned in the house by his brother in 1905, the question remains: was his missing poetry hidden or destroyed?

Dr. Anton Smythe, noted Cambridge literary scholar, is also keen to track down the lost work, but not keen to work with this young American upstart. He fights to resist his attraction to Braeden, only to discover that the attraction is mutual. Though they strive to remain professional, nights alone in the decrepit manor house ignite passions the two men cannot ignore. Will they discover lasting love alongside the missing verses of the Ode to Love?


 

How he meets my gaze,

Holds it safe and fast,

Gives it back at last,

God of blessed days.


 

 

 

 

Chapter 1: Braeden

 

 

I DON’T KNOW much of Cyrus Pemberton’s poetry by heart—I’m not really a poetry guy—but the fact that he wrote it for another dude over a hundred years ago is impressive. I run the verses I can remember through my head as I turn off the A3 and head farther south into Surrey. This is where the drive gets really pretty. Lush green woods and farm fields in every direction. So great to get out of London for a while.

It’s early June, sunny and warm, and I wish like hell I was driving my sweet red Triumph convertible. But I’m on a job and need to haul equipment, so I’m stuck driving this super unsexy van. I stick my elbow defiantly out the window.

I glance at the GPS, and it tells me I’m close to Briarvale, once the poet’s country house. I’ll be meeting his great-grandniece, Beryl Pemberton, who hired me to help find some of his missing poetry. She’s a friend of my Aunt Imogen, who put us together, got the ball rolling.

I arrive at the entrance to the estate, a suitably impressive stone arch, but the driveway up to the house is bordered on both sides by grain fields rather than the usual sprawling grounds. It’s fairly common now—descendants of the landed gentry selling off or renting out the land to maintain the aging mansions. The tax bills and cost of upkeep can be staggering.

The drive circles around a fair-sized manmade lake. Across the water, atop a commanding hill, stands an elegantly austere Palladian manor house. I estimate it to be mid-eighteenth century, and it’s showing serious signs of wear and tear. The trees visible behind the house suggest that a nice portion of the original park has been preserved.

I pull the van up next to the portico and have a big stretch before approaching the front door. I’d much rather go for a stroll than head indoors, but I’m officially on the clock now.

The door is answered by the lady of the house herself, wearing a cashmere twinset and tartan skirt, as if to prove the point. Her gray hair is held in a simple French twist, and she favors me with a sweet smile.

“Braeden, you’re simply lovely. Imogen mentioned you were twenty-eight, but you look so much younger, pet.” She squeezes my hand and gives my cheek a pat.

“Wonderful to finally meet you, Ms. Pemberton.”

“Beryl, please.”

“I assure you I’m up to the task, Beryl.”

“Never in doubt, dear boy. Your family’s record of tracking objets d’art speaks for itself.”

She leads me from the foyer, through a rather depressing drawing room, and into the brilliant light of a solarium at the rear of the house. She motions for me to have a seat on a very threadbare chaise.

She notices me noticing it and shrugs. “I adore this room. It’s my favorite spot in the entire house. But the sunlight mercilessly exposes all the shabby furniture.” She neglects to mention the cracked glass and buckets strategically placed under leaks.

“I can only imagine how expensive it is to maintain a house of this age and size.”

She chuckles dryly. “Think any exorbitant amount of money and then double it.”

“No doubt. Well, I’ll make every effort to locate the missing manuscripts. And any other unknown treasure.”

“From your mouth to the Good Lord’s ear, dearest.” She looks over my head and out the window. “Ah, here’s Anton, the other member of our team. He took a walk before tea.”

I turn to watch a tall guy in dark jeans and a white shirt approach from the edge of the park. He carries a stick that he uses alternately as a cane and a weed whacker. His shoulder-length black hair is slicked back, and he’s constantly recovering the long strands unleashed by the breeze. Dude scores high on the handsome scale.

Beryl retrieves her phone from a pocket in her skirt and starts texting. “I’m just letting Dani know we’re ready for tea.” She nods toward the bellpull on the wall. “Unfortunately, that hasn’t worked for decades.”

Anton enters the solarium and stands staring at me while she completes her task. He’s very striking, with gorgeous chestnut eyes, but his expression is a little off-putting. It’s the one you’d use if you discovered dog shit on the bottom of your shoe.

“Braeden, this is Dr. Anton Smythe, renowned Cyrus Pemberton scholar and literary historian. Anton, this is Braeden Byrne, eminent art detective.”

I have to lean all the way over to shake his hand since he makes no effort to lessen the distance. When I do take it, it’s like holding a dead fish, so I strengthen my grip until he winces. You’re welcome, fucker.

“Ah yes, art detective.” He enunciates it like it’s physically painful to form the words. Like he’s actually saying fart sniffer or something else disgusting. “Well, I’m sure you have your gun cocked and ready.”

I’m determined to stay civil in front of my employer, so I try and keep my tone neutral. “Yup, I’ve got an AK-47 and a magnifying glass, so I’m good to go.”

“Oh, and an American. We’re sure to find tons of obscure British poetry now.”

How I dearly want to push him back outside, right through the window behind him.

Beryl intervenes. “Anton darling, you are such a dear friend, but would you mind turning your bitch setting down a smidge?”

I shoot her a grateful glance, and she rolls her eyes.

I ratchet up my accent, borrowing heavily from Texas. “Doc, I don’t speak a lick of Norwegian, but damned if I didn’t just find me a big ol’ stash of stolen Edvard Munch sketches.”

He glares at me, seething, while Beryl tries, unsuccessfully, to stifle a snort.

A very cheerful young woman appears with a tray of tea and cookies, and more introductions are made. I notice that Anton doesn’t even glance her way, the nasty turd.

“Dani will do for us while you’re both working here. I’m tucked away in the gardener’s cottage, but I’ll join you for meals. Dani will put breakfast out for us and serve dinner. You’ll have to fend for yourselves at lunch, but there’ll be lots of cheese, ham, and the like in the fridge.”

Beryl pours the tea and settles back to enjoy her own. “Do help yourselves to biscuits, gentlemen.”

“So, Beryl, you’ve chosen not to live in the house?” I venture.

She nods, nibbling on a chocolate digestive. “Look around you. It’s rather grim. And the winters are unbearably cold and damp. When I inherited it from my father fifteen years ago, I immediately chose to fix up the cottage. Unlike this barn, it’s lovely and cozy. You must both pop over for tea tomorrow.”

While she and I exchange pleasantries, Anton sits and sulks. He’s not openly glowering at me, but I catch the occasional side dagger. Obviously, I’d love to write the guy off, but we have to work together. If only he wasn’t so damn easy to look at. In one unguarded moment, he turns his head and looks out the window. His profile—his elegant Grecian nose—is absolutely majestic. Focus, Brae….

We finally come to the task at hand.

Beryl returns her cup to the tray. “So, Braeden, I imagine you’ve had time to brush up on your Cyrus Pemberton history?”

“Yes, I have the basic outline of his tragically short career, but hopefully you and Dr. Smythe can help round out the details.” I flip open my notebook. “I know that he finished his schooling at Cambridge in 1903 and moved to the family’s town house in London. He published two slim volumes of poetry there and immersed himself in the pleasures of the city.”

Anton jumps in, luckily with more enthusiasm than derision. “Those two volumes were vanity press editions—more of a family and friends venture—though they were in great demand once word of his disappearance got out.”

“I’m assuming that among those works were ones that referenced his relationships with men.”

Anton nods. “Yes, three poems in those volumes alluded to his unrequited love for a fellow student. Fairly subtle. But while ‘sampling the pleasures of London,’ as you suggest, he was openly writing about his trysts. Some of these were being published in literary journals.”

Beryl sighs. “That was the beginning of the end for poor Cyrus. It was only a few years after Oscar Wilde’s death, and all the scandals that preceded it. His older brother, Arthur—my great-grandfather—was having none of it. He whisked poor Cyrus back here, out of the public eye.”

I consult my notes again. “And the town house in Mayfair was demolished six years ago, correct?”

She nods. “Yes, the whole block was being redeveloped, and I had no choice but to sell. Anton came and helped me sift through it all before the wrecking ball arrived. We searched until the house was right down to the studs.”

“What about the furniture that would have been there during Cyrus’s time, and the backs of any framed art?”

She considers for a moment. “The house had been leased for yonks, and I’m sure all the original furniture had been returned here.”

“Did you find anything of interest there?” I ask.

Anton shrugs and meets my eye in a neutral way for the first time. “A few letters and poems, but nothing terribly useful.”

“May I have a look at them? At all of Cyrus’s writing you’ve collected?”

He vaguely nods his consent.

Beryl claps her hands gleefully. “This is the teamwork I was hoping for.”

They take me on a tour of the house, which is as dingy and run-down as advertised. The morning room and library have been emptied and are no longer in use. There is obvious water damage upstairs—stained ceilings and walls, peeling wallpaper. The bedrooms in the west wing have all been emptied.

“Your room is just here, Braeden, next to Anton’s. The only bedrooms we maintain.”

Neighboring rooms. The two of us alone here at night. The reality of this hits me a few different ways. It also causes me to steal a look at Anton, who’s busy doing some stealing of his own. We both avert our eyes immediately, totally busted.

The last stop on the tour is Cyrus’s room, overlooking the park. It’s very spacious and appears to have been carefully repaired in a few areas—the ceiling patches are more neatly done than in other rooms. A small writing desk stands in one corner, and there’s a cozy sitting area in front of the window.

“It’s been kept like this—all the original furniture and bric-a-brac—since he bolted in 1905.” There’s a sense of awe to Beryl’s delivery. “Bit of a shrine.”

“So perhaps you could refrain from taking a sledgehammer to it.” Anton’s sneer is back.

Nasty as the comment is, it actually gets me laughing. “Damn, Doc, that’s usually my opening move.”

The look on his face is total surprise. He was obviously hoping to land a blow, but the corners of his mouth curl slightly, possibly pleased to score some unexpected mirth.

We settle into the rather uncomfortable chairs by the window and take in the surroundings.

“How exactly was Cyrus convinced to move back here?” I ask.

Beryl sighs deeply. “A bit of bad timing to begin with. Their father was on his deathbed in February of 1905, so the brothers came down from London together. A few weeks later, when Horace died, Cyrus was forced to remain.”

Anton jumps in. “All of Arthur’s letters from the time mention the need to save his brother from the persecution Wilde faced, but the writing of friends and family make it pretty clear that he was far more interested in preserving the Pemberton name. Avoiding any disgrace.”

“Then there was the Ned Granger factor,” Beryl adds. “Ned was the son of the estate’s gamekeeper, and he and Cyrus would have known each other since early childhood. Ned started as a stable boy, but by 1905 he’d been promoted to groom. Evidence now shows that he and Cyrus had long been fond of each other. When Cyrus was forced to remain here, he visited Ned in the stables under the guise of spending time with his horse, Blaze.” She points to a framed photo of a young Cyrus next to a horse.

Anton picks up the narrative. “Arthur intercepted a very damning note from Cyrus to Ned, which mentioned the first stanza of a poem—an ode to love—that Cyrus had already given him. He declared that more installments were soon to follow. Ned was immediately sacked, and Cyrus was confined to the house.”

Beryl shakes her head sadly. “This room was searched, and all his writing—poems and letters—were confiscated. Tales passed down from the former staff, through their descendants, noted that he was guarded by a rotation of footmen from that point on.”

“Until he disappeared in August, if I remember correctly.” I can’t help but shiver, even on this warm day. “Hell of a long time to be a prisoner, unable to practice your craft.”

There’s a respectful silence until Anton ruins it. “Which is why the attempt to discover any documents in this house requires absolute delicacy. Perhaps refrain from bringing a chainsaw inside, detective.

“Pfft! C’mon now, Doc. No chainsaw, no sledgehammer… all my favorite tools of the trade denied.”

Beryl stands and smooths the front of her skirt. “Well, gentlemen, I shall leave you boys to lock antlers and see any survivors at dinner. Perhaps decide on where you want to set up your work area.”

Deciding on a work area takes no time at all. Anton very coolly informs me that he’ll continue to work alone in his room, and if there’s anything he feels compelled to share with me, he won’t hesitate to seek me out.

He looks down that elegant nose at me. “And if you happen to stumble upon Cyrus’s missing oeuvre, behind the microwave or wherever, please feel free to knock.”

I can’t refrain from an eye roll. “Dude, I know you’re Beryl’s friend, and she seems to value you, so I will try hard to remain professional around you. Hopefully that will keep your beautiful nose from getting punched.”

He flinches, wide-eyed, and turns to walk away.

“And Doc…,” I call after him. He stops but doesn’t turn around. “I wrote a poem for you: ‘I think that I shall never see / Such a pile of pomposity.’”

That keeps me chuckling for a while.

I set up my workspace in the library, putting together two folding tables I find in there. The light’s not bad. I start by poring over the plans for the house—the original ones are, of course, fascinating. I compare them with the ones created for a 1980s renovation that, fortunately, never came to pass.

I also go through the catalog of Cyrus’s existing poems and letters, chronologically, until I’m cross-eyed. Luckily, that’s when Beryl texts me that dinner’s ready.

Dani serves an amazing beef Wellington with all the sides.

“This is to welcome you, Braeden,” Beryl says. “It’s going to be slightly simpler fare from here on in. Help yourself to wine on the sideboard.”

“I believe I saw fizzy drinks in the fridge as well.” Anton chuckles in a decidedly unfriendly way.

I turn, wait for him to look at me, and tap a finger on my nose.

He’s quiet for the rest of dinner.

Beryl bids us a good night after a glass of port. I book it out of there without a glance at my teammate.

Exhausted as I am, I can’t fall asleep. The lumpy, far-too-soft bed definitely doesn’t help.

I lie there thinking of Cyrus, in that room down the hall, against his will, for six months. Longing for the man he loves. A niggling thought keeps rattling around my brain until I finally get up, grab my flashlight and a few tools, and head for his room.

It doesn’t take much scraping and digging around to confirm my suspicion.

I sit in the least uncomfortable chair and take in this information.

I find myself repeating the first lines of his ode.

 

Tall astride true majestic steed,

Waiting, watching in darkest night,

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
%

DERRICK
EBBER

o R
)

T






