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The Foreign Tenant

 

By Jordan Demaine

 

Thomas Carrington has always been different. No matter how much his uncle and aunt, the Earl and Countess of Montescue, love him, nothing changes the fact that he’s half-Black and American-born.

An offer to move back to America to live with his mother intrigues Thomas but is quickly forgotten when wealthy Belgian aristocrat Augustin de Vaillancourt comes to their little country village. After an inauspicious start, he and Thomas become friends and then more, bonding over their shared experiences as outsiders.

But it turns out both Augustin and Thomas’s father are hiding important things from Thomas. Can they navigate the revelation of those secrets or will it tear them apart?


 

 

CLARESHOLM HALL’S new tenant came to town with all the subtlety of a runaway circus elephant Thomas once read about in the Times.

“He’s dismissed all the servants but the kitchen staff. And he’s French,” Papa said at the breakfast table one morning, in a tone another man might use to call a man a thieving bounder and all-around cur.

“Belgian, I heard, dear,” Mama replied, delicately spearing her sliced tomato.

Papa was unmoved. “Near as. What’s old Pryce thinking, letting his place to a foreigner?”

“I think it’s nice to have a little bit of the exotic in the area,” Alice put in, ignoring the fact, as the family always did, that Thomas was himself as exotic a man as Brackenridge had seen in decades, in ways both glaringly obvious as well as more hidden.

“We should have him around for tea,” Mama persisted. “It would be the neighborly thing to do.”

Papa scoffed. “No Frenchman is setting foot in my house.”

“He’s Belgian, Horatio.”

“So,” Papa said, in a tone that indicated the conversation was closed, “is King Leopold.”

Alice caught Thomas’s eye over the table. King Leopold? she mouthed, eyebrows raised to her hairline. Thomas smiled and picked up the newspaper, grateful that breakfast was the only time he was permitted to read at the table.

Later that morning, Alice found Thomas sitting in his favorite corner of the library. She was dressed to go out, wearing her hat and with her gloves in her hand.

“Papa is an awful bore sometimes.” She pulled on a glove.

“You know I won’t say anything against him.”

“Yes, I know. Because you’re a dreadfully good son and I’m a terribly ungrateful daughter.”

“I don’t think you’re ungrateful.” But her position here was her birthright. Alice was the natural daughter of Horatio Carrington, fourteenth Earl of Montescue, and his wife. She was their only child. Thomas was the half-Negro, American-born by-blow, the worst mistake ever made by the Earl’s youngest sister. By all accounts, she was prone to them. The Earl and his wife brought their nephew to England and took him in out of Christian charity. Thomas could easily have been consigned to an orphanage on the other side of the Atlantic. Lord and Lady Montescue had always been kind to him, kinder than an uncle and aunt needed to be, and Thomas would not repay that kindness with ingratitude.

“Of course you wouldn’t, Tom,” Alice went on, putting on the second glove. “You are far too lovely for that. And as you are such a lovely man, you will take me to Charlotte Fairbourne’s this morning, isn’t that so?”

“Right now?” He had just opened a new book.

“She’s got a new hat to show me.”

“I thought you didn’t care for Charlotte.”

“I don’t. But her brother is at home, and I care for him very much indeed.”

“Alice….”

“Thomas. The Montescue name doesn’t carry the weight it once did. If you don’t want me to end up a spinster, I need to work on my own behalf.”

“Mama wouldn’t like that.”

“Yes, well. Mama was engaged to her cousin at seventeen. It’s a new world, Tom, dear. The age of Victoria. And you’ve seen our cousins.” Her expression turned pleading. “Please? You need only to walk me over and collect me later. You can’t sit about the house moldering all day.”

Thomas very much could. Still, he roused himself from his seat and went to fetch his hat.

The Fairbourne house was a short walk down a meandering country lane. The day was fine, warmer than Thomas had expected for early spring. After leaving his sister with her friend, he decided to take the longer way back through the woods. It gave him time to think.

He always had a great deal to think about. His situation made sure of that. Thomas remembered very little of his life in America. He knew he was born in Boston, a big city according to what he had read about it. There were snatches of recollection, here and there, of a difficult early childhood. Of rough, crowded streets, and of his birth mother fighting with men. When Thomas was five years old, the prettiest and sweetest-smelling woman he’d ever met showed up and told him he would be coming to live with her in England. She seemed like a gift from Heaven.

Not that life in England was always easy. The villagers here in Brackenridge were used to him, but when Thomas ventured farther afield, into other villages and even the nearby towns, he was inevitably met with stares. And that was only due to his most obvious difference: the color of his skin. There were other differences, more private ones, Thomas had known he harbored for years and had never had the courage or the opportunity to do anything about.

Moving to a city seemed the obvious solution. He would blend in better there. Perhaps even to London, but Thomas had been there frequently, and it could be overwhelming. He was thinking about this, weighing, as he often did, his desire to stay here in little Brackenridge with his family against his desire to meet more people—more men—like him, when a sudden bang split the air. Something whizzed past him at speed. It was so close he could feel the wind of it. With a thud, whatever it was lodged itself in the trunk of a nearby tree. Blinking in surprise, Thomas was trying to grasp what had just occurred when a loud voice called, “You there! You should not be in the forest! You nearly felt the sting of my gun.”

Confusion turned rapidly to anger. “Your gun?” Thomas called back, toward the unseen voice. There was a crash in the underbrush. The trees parted to reveal, maddeningly, the most beautiful man Thomas had ever seen.

He had thick dark hair and a large mouth, which should have hampered his appearance. In fact, it did just the opposite. A thin, silver scar stretched from his upper lip to his nose, lending him a dashing air. His eyes were a vibrant blue, even beneath the shade of the forest. Rather than the usual hunting wear, he was dressed as if from another decade, in a long frock coat with leather boots. When he opened his mouth, his accent was thick and rich. It put Thomas in mind of dripping honey, until Thomas realized the man was still complaining about him being on his land.

“This is a public easement,” Thomas replied, as close to snapping at someone as he’d ever been. “And it is not hunting season.”

“I will hunt when I wish,” the man replied, haughtily and nonsensically.

“That’s against the law.”

Thomas expected the man to declare himself above the law, or some stupid thing. Instead, he stopped. His eyes flicked up and down Thomas, who felt suddenly and needlessly embarrassed.

“You are a villager?” the man asked.

Thomas, who had never leaned upon a title that was not at all his, replied, “I’m the son of Lord Montescue.” Nephew, really, but the Earl called him a son. He wasn’t about to delve into his detailed personal history with this arrogant stranger.

If the man had any opinions on the marked difference in color between Thomas and the Earl, he didn’t show them. His expression didn’t change at all.

“If I was in the wrong,” he said, emphasizing the if too strongly for Thomas’s liking, “then I offer my apologies. I am Augustin de Vaillancourt. I have taken Claresholm Hall for the next few months.”

“Thomas Carrington.”

De Vaillancourt didn’t extend a hand, so neither did Thomas. “Good day,” Thomas said, frostily.

“A pleasure, sir,” de Vaillancourt said, unexpectedly. Thomas waited for him to disappear back into the trees. When he didn’t, Thomas nodded and continued down the lane.

Looks aside, de Vaillancourt was clearly a bounder of the highest order. Thomas hoped he didn’t encounter him again.

 

 

THE FOLLOWING Monday, Mama received a letter from Mr. de Vaillancourt inviting the family to dine.

“He apologizes for his lack of manners in not contacting your father sooner,” Mama said as they finished their tea. “As the local squire.” Thomas couldn’t think Papa was devastated by the social slight. “He seems quite a gentleman.”

“We must go!” Alice enthused. Thomas had told her of his run-in with de Vaillancourt in the forest. He had also mentioned, off-hand, that he was a handsome man. Apparently Charlotte Fairbourne’s brother was recently engaged, so Alice was in search of new avenues to explore.

“I have no desire to associate with a Frenchman,” Papa replied, predictably.

“It’s been years since Napoleon, Papa! And anyway, he’s Belgian, isn’t he? Did he sound Belgian, Tom?”

“You’ve met Mr. de Vaillancourt?” Mama looked at him. “You never mentioned, darling.”

“Barely a meeting, Mama.” If Papa knew de Vaillancourt was hunting illegally, he would most certainly refuse to ever be in the same room with him. Which Thomas wouldn’t have minded, necessarily, but Alice’s eyes were pleading. “But I found him charming,” he lied.

“There, you see?” Alice smiled with satisfaction, giving Thomas a nudge of gratitude beneath the table.

After dinner, Thomas usually retired to the library with a book. Tonight, however, Papa said, “Join me for a game, old boy?” It was a rare request, and not one Thomas felt he could refuse. Stifling a sigh, Thomas smiled and followed his father to the billiards room.

Thomas never cared much for billiards, darts, cigars, hunting. All the things other men loved to do when away from the ladies. Worst of all was the “country weekend,” which involved all of these in seemingly endless rotation. It didn’t help matters that, while Thomas had known all his father’s friends and their sons for years, decades in some cases, they still treated him with slight but unmistakable disdain. Nothing overt, but the small things—comments like “I always forget how intelligent you are” and “You’d think a man like you would be better with a spear than a gun”—tended to grate when one heard them year after year.

This evening, Papa racked up the balls and took his cue from the wall. He invited Thomas to break. Thomas leaned over, putting the cue ball in his sights, and struck. As little as he cared for billiards, the crack of the scattering balls was always a melodious sound.

When he stepped up to the table, Papa lined up his shot and said, “You know your Mama and I have always endeavored to treat you like a son.”

“Yes, Papa.”

“Were it up to me, you would inherit the title and the house.” He potted the purple four-ball. “Sadly, that will go to whatever ninny your sister marries.”

“Perhaps Alice will find a good husband.” Thomas stepped up for his turn. He missed.

“We can live in hope.” Papa approached the table again.

They continued the game. Papa was still leading when he looked over and said, “I’ve had a letter from Mrs. Anderson.”

“Mrs. Anderson?” Thomas repeated, like he didn’t know who that was. He immediately felt stupid. Of course he knew. Papa’s beloved wayward sister. Thomas’s own mother.

“She has remarried again.” Thomas wasn’t sure how to react to that news. He couldn’t count the number of times she had done so. “She goes by Mrs. Fitzgerald now. Her new husband is apparently something of a tycoon.” Then she had certainly told this man nothing of Thomas’s existence.

No sooner had he thought it than Papa surprised him by continuing, “He would offer you a job, she says. A good position, something respectable. You could earn a good living.”

“In America?”

“Philadelphia, she says. I can’t say I know anything about it.” Papa looked at him. “You should consider the offer. You suffer certain disadvantages here. They may be mitigated in America.”

“But I….” Thomas blinked. He had never thought to return to America. Why would he? “I would miss all of you.”

It was not the type of sentiment Thomas typically expressed, or that his father encouraged. Papa turned his attention back to the table. “We must all make sacrifices in this life, Thomas,” he said, lining up his next shot. His tone was not as scathing as it might have been, even as he easily knocked another ball into the nearest pocket.

 

 

CLARESHOLM HALL was grander than the Montescue home by a factor Thomas knew ought to be an embarrassment to his family, although he couldn’t say he’d ever felt any particular emotion on the subject. The owner, Mr. Harold Pryce, had made his money only a few decades earlier, in the nascent days of railroad travel. This, of course, placed him far lower down the social scale than Papa, whose family had achieved their position by being minor allies of Henry the Sixth and keeping quiet since then. It was terribly gauche of Pryce to build a home larger than that of the local squire. Thomas doubted Pryce lost much sleep over it. As it was a special occasion, Papa had a footman bring out the landau, and they rode, rather than walked, the distance to the hall.

“Thank goodness,” Alice muttered. She was wearing a new dress, or at least one Thomas couldn’t remember having seen before, a voluminous pink thing with matching ribbons on the bodice. Mama had pushed the boat out as well, although her brown dress was slightly less eye-catching. They both had new gloves, snow white and pulled up to their elbows.

When they arrived at the wide door, Papa—brought along under extreme duress—lifted the large brass knocker. Before it even hit the wood, the door was swept open not by a butler or even a housemaid, but by Mr. de Vaillancourt himself.
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