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  An Angel is Stolen

  
  




1813

West of London




The Most Honorable Marquis of Bryde was not in a temper to welcome the disturbance from his coachman yelling atop his box: “Trouble afoot, Milord! Best see if we can offer help.”

The announcement did little to help soothe Lord Bryde’s agitation as he drove westward, encased in a carriage battered by uncommonly noisy water.

As the carriage slowed, the marquis mentally calculated how much longer it would be to reach his destination, assuming this delay would prove lengthy. Groaning inwardly, he perceived the scene ahead of them showed all the signs of being time-consuming.

A wheel-less carriage had met its ultimate demise and now lay in a ditch along the roadside. The driver’s futile attempts to reposition the lost wheel were further hindered by the adverse weather.

John Dawson, the noble coachman of the marquis, halted his team of horses beside the askew carriage, and with great courtesy, offered his services to the hopeful driver. He was answered by a voice thundering out of the watery walls.

“What business is ‘ere of yours!?”

Buried in his comfort and so far, undisturbed by the fiasco, Lord Bryde raised his eyes to the scene outside the carriage window. He knew how much that comment would offend his noble coachman.

A furious man emerged from under the carriage, agitated like a bee. He was of mediocre height but less than mediocre appearance. Notwithstanding that he was being drenched by rain, he appeared unkempt. It was clear to Lord Bryde he was not a gentleman of society.

Despite his wounded sensibilities, Dawson said, “I only hoped to be helpful to a fellow traveler.”

Then she, who would confound Lord Bryde’s calm altogether, appeared out from under the same broken carriage. The young woman was indistinct in the rain and fading light. Her dark cloak melded with her dark locks, contrasting the little white face that projected so much determination. She seemed provoked, as if having come from the same abused beehive as her companion. Yelling above the noise of the rain, she addressed her vile traveling companion.

“Monsieur, you make a great mistake by this!”

As the daylight dwindled and rain poured down, her captor’s hand sliced through the air, striking her face with brutal force. The impact was swift and exact, leaving her unconscious and stifling any potential cries. Drenched and lifeless, she was callously tossed back into the carriage.

“That’s just me wayward daugh’er,” said the angry traveler, explaining away his barbaric actions. “She needs a strong ‘and to keep her in line. You know ‘ow they are.”

“I can see you have it all in hand. Good evening to you, sir.” Dawson was regretting having paused by such a horridly domestic scene. Confident he couldn’t offer help or stay a moment longer, the coachman departed without checking for a reply. He berated himself for exposing his lordship to more annoyance during his journey.

The Marquis, never the overbearing type, would not be considered among those hard to please. All that his coachman could say, aside from praise, was that when his lordship made known his destination, he was loath to delay one moment in arriving there. Well acquainted with this oddity about his master, John was certain to receive a scolding by him at the following stop. A scolding that John felt he had earned. However, the Marquis of Bryde was in quite a different frame of mind than his worthy servant imagined.

It never took long for London society to drain his lordship’s energy. Thus, his coachman became well-acquainted with the route from Berkeley Square to his sister’s country estate. Whenever his master couldn’t tolerate the city’s distractions any longer, he would retreat to the comfort of his traveling coach, allowing John Dawson to whisk him away. He would brood in solitude, without wasting time at inns along the way, only feeling his peace return after reaching his destination at Somerton House.

However, this night brought enough food for thought to distract him from his usual frustration. Indeed, Lord Bryde was very pensive as they traveled onward. He even surprised his noble coachman, by asking for a glass of the innkeeper’s best wine while resting his horses at Throwbridge.

In the empty taproom of The Bear & Owl Inn, the marquis savored his glass of claret, his pensive mood undisturbed by any other patrons. When his coachman brought forth the news that his horses were readied for his customary hasty departure, he chided the servant to leave him and his rare vintage undisturbed. With a wave of his hand, he dismissed the coachman to await him in the yard.

John, his heart lighter now that his scolding had been forgotten, obediently left the front bar, to seek shelter near the horses.

As time ticked away, Bryde drained the last drop of his claret, the taste of the velvety red wine lingering on his palate, before meticulously adjusting his gloves in preparation to leave.

Suddenly, the angry man from the crash scene burst through the rear door noisily. Having crossed the rear threshold, he stopped, exhausted. The man was drenched, and the weight of a wrapped load pressed weighed against his tired arms. Oblivious to the marquis’s scrutiny, he stood panting, his chest heaving with each breath. He yelled for a man named Ivan but received no reply. Again hollering for Ivan to acknowledge his presence, he flung his load carelessly onto a wooden bench, the clatter of buckets and utensils echoing through the room. Still yelling, he ran up the rear staircase, out of sight.

The limp body of a girl was unrecognizable, enveloped in the wet cloak. However, when she was discarded onto the bench, her small pale face became visible as the cloak fell aside.

Not one to miss an opportunity, Bryde walked towards the back hall, preparing to engage in behavior that many would say, was quite out of character.

He recovered the girl’s face with the wet cloak and gathered her into his arms. Swiftly, he carried her out through the rear door into the stable yard, disappearing into the rain.

His coachman, eager and on the watch, spotted him with a burden and ran forward, umbrella at the ready. “Can I help you with that, Milord?”

“By opening my carriage door, Dawson, and leaving with all the haste you can muster, you will help me invaluably.”

In carrying out his master’s orders to the letter, John Dawson kept their hasty departure from the view of the furious man bursting out of the Inn, desperately scouring for his missing property.

Within his carriage, Lord Bryde placed the drenched creature on the bench opposite him and positioned what cushions he could find under her head. Motivated by curiosity, he gingerly pulled back the collar of the cloak that enveloped her, to once again behold the sight of her face.

Pulling out his handkerchief, he cleaned away the smudges of rain and mud and dabbed gently at the cut, betraying the abuse she had withstood that night. She appeared so pale, so still. He could almost believe he had stolen an angel fallen from heaven.
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  A Family Meal

  
  




Each time Lord Bryde entered the imposing gates of Somerton House, he was greeted by a familiar sense of relief. Especially on this night, as he had been extraordinarily audacious to the highest degree. Somerton was a breathtaking estate recently transformed to preserve its adored architecture and provide the utmost comfort for its mistress.

By the light of a lantern, the iron gates which graciously saw Lord Bryde’s coach and four rolling beneath it, displayed the Bratten coat of arms. Though not the crest of his own family, it imbued a sense of homely comfort within him. The driveway meandered around a two-hundred-year-old grand oak and again around a graceful willow before revealing the house. The edifice windows glowed with golden warmth and a well-lit entrance showing his arrival was expected.

Halting beneath the portico, a silence overcame the carriage, now protected from the unmerciful rain. In his eagerness to be warm again, Lord Bryde promptly exited the carriage ahead of the coachman.

Addressing his coachman and valet, he ordered, “Don’t disturb the girl till all my baggage is settled, gentlemen.”

Now, according to the worthy Dawson, Lord Bryde had been in a very singular mood ever since they passed the road accident. He could attest to each fact so oddly out of his character. But this request quite had him nonplussed.

“What girl, Milord?” he asked, confused.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” Lord Bryde replied over his shoulder, striding up the entrance steps into the warm light awaiting him. There he met his sister, and brother-in-law, The Right Honorable Lord and Lady Bratten, having been expecting him this hour since.

“Atticus! My dear, we almost gave you up to highway robbers. You must have an entertaining story about how you came to be … Oh my! Atticus, whatever became of your clothes? Never say you have been set upon?” asked the baroness, her expression changing from one of teasing to one of concern, as she greeted her brother.

“Calm yourself, Beth. Nothing of the sort has happened. Though you are correct about the story, you minx.” Divesting his jacket before its wetness could permeate to the golden silk beneath, Lord Bryde handed it directly to his valet. “Mark has been kept from his dinner long enough, poor man. Let us go on in and I promise to keep you entertained.” Sharing a humorous look with his brother-in-law, he took his sister’s arm and led her toward the dining room.

“Right you are,” agreed the baron, grateful his patience had not been overlooked. “Geoffrey, inform the chef we are ready to dine,” he said, addressing his butler, walking in close behind his wife and her brother.

In his shirt and waistcoat, Lord Bryde warmed himself by the dining room fire after seating his sister at the table. Comfortable in each other’s company for many years, a ceremony was not maintained in the seating arrangements at Lady Bratten’s request. The three gathered around one end of a long, formal table. As they awaited, the exquisite dishes prepared by my lady’s talented French chef, enjoying Lord Bratten’s rare wines, the civilities were short-lived. As soon as the footman had finished serving, the baroness insisted on knowing what could have befallen her normally impeccably dressed brother.

“Well, my dear,” he began, “It was quite an adventure. We met with an unusual ruse on our way here tonight, just a few shy of Throwbridge. You know well that I spare nothing, least of all time when coming to you. It’s not in my habit to dawdle. I even thought of arriving in record time till Dawson informed me of trouble on the road. He reined in and offered his services to an oaf, so new to driving he was attempting to right a wheel by himself!”

“In this weather?” inquired Lord Bratten with a mouthful of pheasant. He swallowed and asked, “What fool would have hired such a slow top?”

“The fool made himself known to us, but not to leave his name, only to show us his foul disposition at our interference.”

“Why the impertinence of the man! Your driver ought to know not to stop by such people.” Lady Bratten was as affronted as if she had been there. “Indeed, Atticus, you should teach him.”

“Oh, my dear, there is no need. Dawson has been ringing a peel over his own head since the incident. I am convinced he feels the weight of burdening my journey even further. However, as far as burdens go, I feel certain this was a necessary one. You see, along with the …  slow top … and the angry fool,” he said, using Mark’s terms of reference. “There was another … shall we say … interesting party in the fracas. I saw a girl, who was reportedly the fool’s wayward daughter, despite not aspiring to resemble him. She seemed in some disagreement with her alleged father. His annoyance provoked the fool to act with a frightful amount of violence. Yes, I’m afraid he rendered the girl quite unconscious.”

“See here, Atticus! Bear in mind what you’re saying, man!”

Lady Bratten, not being the sort to become easily squeamish, defended her reserve: “Oh, Mark! Cease being ridiculous! My sensibilities are not that fragile. And as for you, Atticus, what made you stay a moment longer? Surely a domestic scene like that is no place for you.”

“Indeed, you are, of course, correct, dear Beth,” agreed Lord Bryde. “But that was already discerned by the clever Dawson, so we left them to their woe.” To this statement, Lady Bratten nodded her head emphatically, with approval. But she was not to stay contented with her brother’s actions, for he continued his recital. “However, it gave me occasion to pause for thought. What was a man, clearly not of the genteel class, doing with a young girl dressed for an evening rout? And why was he claiming her to be his daughter when she clearly could not be? Those two questions, to which I could not fathom any satisfactory answers, led me to act rather boldly.” Lord Bryde uttered these words reclining, waiting for his next course. His two closest family members opposite him had paused in their eating to ponder the scenario when the butler intruded on them, looking quite harassed.

“I apologize for the interruption, Milord. Lord Bryde’s coachman insists on speaking with him!” said Geoffrey, hoping this request to admit the coachman would not be a dinner disturbance laid at his door. It was an incident he would never have permitted had not the circumstances been so drastic.

Quickly following on the heels of Geoffrey’s announcement was a sight to make my lady gasp. John Dawson walked into the dining room, glaring at Geoffrey for not referring to him by his name (which he knew well), dismissed him with a look over his shoulder, and addressed his master.

“Your bags are safely ‘settled’ with Adams, Milord. What would you desire me to do with this creature?”

He was holding in his arms an unconscious girl. Turning lazily in his chair, the marquis asked his shocked relatives if they could accommodate an additional guest. The baroness was out of her chair and upon Dawson in a moment. She looked desperately into the girl’s face and immediately adopted her with motherly concern.

“Oh! Atticus, but never say this is the girl! No wonder your clothes are in that state … this girl is drenched!”

“All the more reason I should like to put her down, milady,” noted the long-suffering coachman.

“Yes, yes. Follow me upstairs immediately. We shall get her cleaned and warm and dry in no time.” Ushering the coachman out of the dining room with fluttering hands, Lady Bratten turned at the door and snapped at her brother. “How could you do this to me, Atticus? You could have at least warned me!”

“My dear, you would hardly have eaten a bite had you known earlier. As it was, Dawson was completely ‘de trop!’ I haven’t finished telling you my story.”

“Your story, Atticus, is in my hall leaving a puddle! I shall be back directly, and when I return, have ready your explanation for all this.” Sweeping out of the room, Lady Bratten began to think her adored brother had finally gone too far.

“Well, well now, Atticus. That’s thrown her into a pickle,” said Lord Bratten, grinning.

“Come now, Mark, I warrant you that by the time she returns, that girl will be like a daughter to her.”

With a mocking tone, Lord Bratten chuckled and said, “All the more reason, dear brother, for her to be irate at your treatment of her,” as he eagerly awaited his next course.

“How unjust one’s family can be! How come you both suppose she has been abused by me? I assure you, Mark, she is safer here than where she was.”

“Well, that is yet to be seen,” mumbled the baron under his breath. “But come, look at what the chef has prepared for us.” The baron inhaled with glee the aroma of the scrumptious dishes set before him. The marquis did not miss the doubt in his brother-in-law’s comment, but he chose not to validate it with a reply.

The baron knew not what his brother-in-law was scheming by bringing this girl to his home, but to be sure, there was more to it than a mere rescue mission. There was always more to Lord Bryde’s actions than met the eye. And never more so, Lord Bratten was sure, than this night.

He made a hearty meal, not prying Atticus for further information, knowing it would be shared in due course. They ate in relative silence, paying all due homage to the chef’s expertise. They were decanting their port when Lady Bratten returned in a flutter of words and agitation.

“Oh my, what an angel! Have you finished? How could you continue eating? You’re both unfeeling brutes, you are! Lord knows my appetite has vanished. Mark, you’ll have to forego your private port this evening. I must know more about this girl from Atticus. You’ll forgive me, won’t you?” Lady Bratten, looking imploringly up at her husband and then over at the table. “Oh, all that food is too much to be seen! Come, let us retire to the drawing room. Atticus, take my arm.”

Both gentlemen had risen when the baroness returned and followed her requests without comment. Recognizing the state his wife was in, the baron poured another glass of port for her and followed them out. 

“Atticus, she truly is an angel. Her face is so pale and small. She could be no more than twenty, I dare say. And those clothes! So shabby, I warrant you the like of it was not seen at a rout in years - and on some other girl, for they do not fit her! That cut on her cheek! I hope that brute does not find his way here, looking for her. He must have struck her hard, I dare say. She did not stir once while my maid undressed her. She is still out cold. What monster could do such a thing to a defenseless girl? She will feel it for a few days yet the poor thing. But don’t you worry about her, Atticus! My maid has tucked her up with a warm brick at her feet. That will soon chase away her chills. We can only hope by morning she will be herself again.”

“Do take in some air, Beth!” said Lord Bratten, now that they’d reached the drawing room. Lord Bryde had disengaged himself from the clinging hold of his sister whereupon he took a casual stance by the hearth of a mild blaze, seemingly to meditate on his port. 

Lord Bratten reclaimed his wife’s arm and led her to the settee, instructing her not to say another word until she had taken some port. “Atticus will never have time to explain at the rate you’re going.”

“Oh yes! Mark, you always have just the thing.” Lady Bratten obediently sipped at the rich liquid. Sighing as the port soothed her qualms, she asked, “So, Atticus, what is this all about?”

Staring into his glass, he ignored his sister’s question and posed one of his own.

“Would you say she was an acquaintance of yours, Beth?”

“Well … no … I do not think so. Don’t you know who she is?”

“Has she shown any signs of sickening from her dampness?”

“Well, she is unconscious, Atticus! Nevertheless, she is warm now and we can only hope she has a constitution to withstand such a drenching. I could never suffer through such treatment; I recall getting caught in a slight drizzle one day when …”

“Come now, Beth, let’s indulge nostalgia another night.” Lord Bratten was now impatient. “Atticus, I don’t have endless patience for your explanation. I want to know now, once and for all, what is your purpose in bringing this girl to our home?”

“As to why I acted this night, I cannot yet answer … but Dawson interrupted my story earlier, so I shall provide the ending for you now.” He lubricated his mouth by draining his glass. Then, pouring some more of the fine brew, he began with a question: “Do you remember the two impossible questions from dinner? My inadequacy in finding answers for them is why I can recount this story tonight. You see, those two questions perplexed me so … until I was certain what I had witnessed was a ruse. And the only conclusion of any certainty was that the girl was in a fair amount of danger.”

The baron was sitting in a winged armchair, nursing his port, cross-legged and frowning. He gazed at his brother-in-law’s face as intensely as his wife, who sat on the edge of the settee. His lordship always had a way of entrancing his relatives.

Lord Bryde continued: “At Throwbridge, as usual, we were to rest the horses, and judging by the state of that carriage we passed, the fool and his party on the road would soon end up there as well. So, I waited there for some time but not as shabbily as I would have expected, for the landlord had quite a rare drop of wine to be had. Mark, you really must obtain some for your cellar.” To which comment, Lord Bratten merely raised his eyebrows as his lordship continued. “But as my glass emptied, so did my patience. Then just as I made to leave, in came ‘the fool’, carrying that girl all bundled up in a dirty cloak. He dumped her down on a bench reserved for dustpans and mops and ran up the back staircase, hollering for an acquaintance called ‘Ivan.’ More I cannot say. But I saw an opportunity to frustrate his plans, and I took it,” said Lord Bryde with finality.

“Oh! Come now, Atticus. You can’t mean to say you took this girl as a petty act of spite?” said Lady Bratten.

“No, my dear. That conclusion I am not worthy of.”

“Of what you are worthy, dear brother, is certain to be insanity charges! You intervened to ensure her safety, but now you are entangled in the state of her reputation. Or do you mean to tell me you’ve taken this girl without thought what you might do with her or how she might be ruined because of it?”

“Certainly not. Have I ever done such?”

Realizing she was not making headway with her brother, Lady Bratten changed her approach.

“So, is it your idea of a game to have us guess at your motives for the rest of the evening? Or shall you enlighten us regarding your purpose in this night’s adventure?” 

“Beth, you minx, do you know me for games?” Bryde was smiling down at her. Then, sobering with a new thought, he concluded. “Be sure, I have no purpose until the girl awakens and reveals her identity to us.” Bidding them goodnight, he left the room. The baron and baroness were in possession of all the facts yet remained clueless to fathom Lord Bryde’s strange behavior and stared after him, perplexed.

Lord Bratten, the newest member added to the Walford family five years hence, had eradicated any hopes of understanding his brother-in-law’s intentions or, indeed, his behavior. Instead, he found solace in calming Beth’s nerves whenever her brother upset them. Now was his moment of opportunity, and he used it to his advantage.

Rising from his armchair, Mark joined his wife on the settee and took the glass of port out of her hand. She did not notice him, still pondering her brother’s explanation.

“Is that all? But that answers nothing! What does he mean by all this, Mark?”

“My dear, I could not say.” Taking her hand, he held it close to his chest, awaiting her next question.

“But who is she? Why would he interfere, not knowing who she was? He hates mysteries!” she said, perplexed.

“Never could stand them myself,” concurred Lord Bratten, kissing her palm and inching closer.

“And for him to just take her like that … it’s not like him to interfere so boldly!?”

“Completely out of character,” said Lord Bratten, being agreeable as he inched closer to place a kiss on her neck.

“What if he was seen? We might have that man following him here to murder us in our beds tonight!” declared Lady Bratten, working herself into a state of panic.

“I could never allow that,” mused Lord Bratten, progressing from her neck to her cheek with a kiss.

Then, realizing for the first time how close her husband was sitting and how he was amusing himself during her despair, she turned and looked deeply into his eyes. “Oh, Mark, you won’t leave me alone tonight, will you?”

Mark’s arms encircled her. With a possessive look, he murmured: “My dear, the only moment I shall let you go tonight will be to dismiss your maid.” Finally, his lips met hers. In her response, he knew he had successfully put her fears far off.
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Vienna, Austria

Six months earlier




“Dooo speak English with me, daaarlings …” began Deborah.

“You’ll love it slipping arooound your mooouth!” finished Reyeh in rounded tones.

The recently wedded Baroness de-Lude and her companion, Mademoiselle Reyeh Léopard, strolled into the drawing room of the Léopard’s family residence on the Herengrasse. Linked at the elbows, they impersonated a corpulent woman they had met at the previous night’s ball. At the end of Reyeh’s exaggerated recital, they fell giggling against the plush settee.

“What an old gabber.” Deborah giggled. “I thought Max would never come with the champagne.”

“Vraiment! You should be counting yourself lucky to have a husband to take you away.” Reyeh pointed a finger into her ungrateful friend’s shoulder. “You left me with that ancient English madam to choke on her musky oil and boring stories.”

“Yes, it was terrible of us, Rey. If the truth be known, I like the opportunity to speak English.” Sitting up, Deborah’s countenance sobered, prompting Reyeh to place her hand on her friend’s arm. Feeling it, Deborah smiled. “Now that I’ve mastered German, Max rarely indulges me anymore. It is nice to use it now and then, reminds me of home.” Deborah heaved a melancholy sigh. 

With a twinkle of inspiration, Reyeh’s hazel-green eyes alighted with an idea. “Well, dearest, especially for you, we will speak it all day!” This prompted the return of her friend’s smiling face.

“Yes, let’s.” Deborah brightened.

“What we need now is some tea. No?” Reyeh rose to summon a servant. “That is the custom if we were in London now, yes?” The drawing-room door opened and an elderly man entered with a very sober countenance. “Aha! Leon, I think of you, and ‘voila,’ you come. How wonderful you are! The Baroness and I request a pot of English tea this morning.” Sideling up to take the butler’s arm, she whispered: “And a pot of coffee, too!” winking cheekily at the baroness. “Sorry, dearest, but I can’t stomach your English leaf drinks.”

“Yes, mademoiselle, but you have a visitor,” replied the butler in German.

“Well then, show them in Leon and bring tea for two, yes?”

“The gentleman is not a social caller, mademoiselle. I think it is quite serious.”

“Serious, Leon? Where have you left him?”

“The gentleman awaits you in the library, mademoiselle.”

“Good, thank you, Leon.” Excusing the butler, Reyeh turned back to her friend, addressing her in fully rounded English tones. “Deborah, my dear, I shall be detained only a moment.” She swept a curtsy and winked again as she left the room.

Months later, the Baroness de-Lude would reflect on her departure from the drawing room as the last time she encountered her friend in such high spirits.

In the library, a representative of the city authorities awaited Mademoiselle Léopard. A fact that was readily apparent from the gentleman’s attire, if not from his introduction. Agent Gris bowed over her hand, and Reyeh felt a strange apprehension. However, having experienced no tragic events she was unprepared for this feeling.

“Are you certain you do not want to speak with my father, monsieur?” asked Reyeh, reverting to her perfect German tongue. She was perplexed by such a man requiring an interview with her.

“I wish that were the case, mademoiselle. However, it is you who must bear this news. Please, mademoiselle, it would be best if you sat down.” Reyeh sat in front of her father’s desk and motioned to the other for Agent Gris, which he took.

“Has something happened to my father?” Reyeh grew wide-eyed with apprehension.

“Well, it seems mademoiselle that horses can be excessively unpredictable creatures …” Agent Gris began. Reyeh sank into a vat of numbness at these opening words. She gave in to emotional paralysis, preserving her mental state from breaking down upon hearing the subsequent news. In what seemed to Reyeh, a remote and empty voice, Agent Gris detailed the unfortunate tragedy that befell the Comte, and Comtesse, earlier that morning.

Witnesses reported seeing a street urchin stumbling and collapsing in the path of the comte’s curricle. Understandably, the comte tried to veer his vehicle around the boy, whereby the sudden action startled their horse into bolting erratically to its final destination in the river. Unfortunately, neither the Comte nor Comtesse resurfaced, leaving the local authorities to recover them from the river, deceased.

The recounting of such an intimate tragedy rendered Reyeh silent with a somewhat blank look of disbelief, which Agent Gris knew to be a state of shock. Given the circumstances, he went to find assistance for her. Poking his head out the library door, which opened onto the entry hall, he encountered the butler welcoming a gentleman into the house.

The butler had the gentleman’s hat and was waiting for his gloves to be removed when a voice came from the library doorway.

“I beg your pardon, but Mademoiselle Léopard is upset and requires her maid. Would you send her down to the library?” asked Agent Gris, addressing the butler.

The two men turned at his voice. Nodding to both, the newcomer and the city agent, the butler, left the entrance hall to collect Phoebe.

Having relinquished his accessories, Baron De-Lude’s curiosity was piqued at the sight of a city agent in the library doorway speaking with familiarity about his young friend. So, to capture his attention before he disappeared back into the room, he raised his voice to be heard.

“Well now, sir, what business brings you here?” He tried to glimpse what he could through the partially open door to discern the trouble within.

“It’s a private matter, sir, of the Léopard family,” said the agent, turning to come back out from the doorway. Leaving his hand on the door frame, he closed it as far as he could to protect the privacy of Mlle. Léopard enduring a very troubling moment.

“Look, good sir, you know nothing of the Léopard family and even less of what they keep private. I assure you that whatever is upsetting Mademoiselle Léopard is what she won’t be able to endure on her own. Now, step aside before I force you to.” And pushing past the agent, Baron de-Lude gained entry to the library.

Unlike the agent who had been able to vacate the seat opposite her to slip in and out of the library doorway, Reyeh felt incapable of leaving her seat. Rather, she let her fixed field of vision rest over her father’s desk. She could still see him there in her mind’s eye, writing a letter, unaffected by a jacket, but simply in a shirt and waistcoat. It did not seem possible that this image of him in her mind’s eye, so clear, would never become a reality again. So, she held on to the mental picture of him, not willing to let it go.

“Rey? What’s going on here? Are you all right?” asked the baron, but Mlle. Léopard did not respond. She kept her gaze fixed on the desk. “Rey?” he repeated, standing in front of her. Yet, she sat motionless. Bending over and placing his hands on either side of her shoulders, he looked at the daze in her eyes and her focus. He looked over at the desk and saw nothing to inspire this meditation. Looking back at the agent, he asked straightening: “What have you said to make her like this?” annoyance in his tone.

“She is in shock, sir, as I have informed her that the Comte and Comtesse Léopard were killed in a curricle accident this morning.”

“Lord! I don’t believe it. No! No, that’s a shabby trick to play on anyone. Who’s sent you here?” Baron de-Lude was annoyed at the anguish caused by what must surely be a merciless jest.

Mlle. Léopard, in her state of numbness, could hear the muted conversation around her in the room. As she relinquished her father’s image, they grew closer until she heard the Baron de-Lude deny what she wished her heart could.

“It’s true, Max. I can sense it. They’re gone.” Seeing his friendly face was what she needed, so she went to her friend like an anchor searching for a rock. “Oh Max, how can this be happening?” she mumbled onto his chest, as he cradled her.

The annoyance and incredulity slid from his expression as he monitored the agent’s countenance, which did not waver. This was no raillery. He could sense it in the eyes of the agent and the girl he held. What does one say when such a reality sets in?

“My dear girl, I wish it were not so. Where is Deb? Does she know?” 

“No. I left her with the tea,” she murmured in a vacant voice.

As a supporting escort, the baron led Reyeh to the first-floor drawing room with the agent following. The city agent had followed at the silent hand request of the baron, for he wanted more details of the tragedy, and he was not about to induce them from Reyeh.

Reyeh’s maid approached, assuming her mistress needed her. “Mademoiselle, quel est le problème?” She looked worried as Reyeh appeared vacant and distracted. 

Reyeh could hear the weather was turning for the worse, perhaps for the first time since the start of the season, and the notice of it made her sink a little further into her anesthetized world. She did not reply to her maid.

“It’s all right for now, Phoebe. We will call you if she needs you,” said the Baron de-Lude in French. 

The drawing room was long and spanned the house from front to rear. Its front window seat looked out onto the street where sometimes Reyeh would sit awaiting a caller. The Comtesse had taken great pains to fashion the room in soft hues of cream and gold and to place sofas in small arrangements, allowing one to be cozy wherever one sat. Yet, her daughter loved the window seat best, and no amount of pleading with her to be more genteel would help.

Deborah alone in this room was among the set of sofas surrounding the fireplace. With saucer in hand and her teacup poised to take another sip, her husband escorted her best friend into the room looking shockingly pale.

“Deb, come take Rey, will you? There’s been a dreadful tragedy.” 

“Tragedy? Rey, what’s happened?” asked the baroness, a little shocked as she put her teacup down to come forward. Reyeh drifted from the arm of the baron to his wife’s embrace but said nothing. She looked dazed, wondering: ‘Why at this moment should I be thinking of the rain?’ After a moment, Reyeh pulled away from her friend, but Deborah held her close and looked worriedly into her vacant stare. “Dearest, tell me!” but against the pleading, she remained silent, drifting past her to the front window seat where she sat down, staring out into the street below.

Meanwhile, the baron had taken the city agent and escorted him to a set of armchairs at the other end of the room. After introducing himself, he informed Agent Gris that the Léopard family had no immediate family here on the continent and that he and his wife were the closest people Mademoiselle Léopard had for support at a time like this. By this time, the baroness had to find out for herself what her friend could not bring herself to say.

By the time Agent Gris had retold the tragedy, the baron had a look of darkness while his wife sat bewildered, with a hand over her mouth in horror. They looked at each other after a while and then over at the solemn creature in the window seat, now curled up with her knees in front of her. It hit them both that the life of their young friend would never be the same. The baroness instinctively went to her. In the baroness’s absence, the agent set about making this call productive to the proceedings that must follow and so addressed the baron.

“Look, sir, in a situation like this, I would suggest the comte’s man of business be summoned and allow him to handle the arrangements. Certainly, Mademoiselle Léopard is no fit person for the gruesome tasks that lie ahead.”

“Yes, I see your point,” replied the baron thoughtfully. “I wouldn’t know who he uses.”

“Perhaps Mademoiselle Léopard knows?” suggested Agent Gris hopefully.

Over by the window seat, Deborah approached her friend from behind and put a reassuring arm about her shoulders.

“My dearest,” she whispered, holding her close, wanting to say something comforting but finding nothing sufficient to fill the void.

“Papa said it would rain today,” murmured Reyeh, staring at the dampened street. “He said he could smell it when he woke up.” She smiled weakly through misty eyes and took comfort in her friend’s tightening embrace. Closing her eyes and putting her head on Deborah’s shoulder, she imagined being in the arms of her lost mother.

“Rey?” interposed the baron, the agent two paces behind him. “Agent Gris wondered if you knew who your father’s man of business was. He ought to be contacted as soon as possible.”

“Max, honestly! She does not need your questions at this time. Can’t you see she’s in shock?” informed the baroness.

Turning on her cushion to place her feet back on the rug, Reyeh smoothed her skirt, straightened her back, and taking in a fortifying breath, she addressed the men in German for the benefit of the city agent: “Yes, of course, gentlemen. Herr Deveraux is my father’s steward. I shall send for him at once.” She rose resolutely, heading for the door, surprising all three of them, but most of all, the baroness.

“It won’t be necessary, mademoiselle, to further tax your strength. As I have many things to discuss with Herr Deveraux, his address will suffice for now. I shall visit him personally.”

“I cannot think it would be kindly, Agent Gris. Not only has Herr Deveraux been my father’s steward for some time but he is also a family friend. News as tragic as this is best coming from one’s family, as I’m certain you would agree. I shall send him to attend to me here as soon as possible. And only once he has recovered, Agent Gris, shall I send him by your office.” Mlle. Léopard turned and left the room.

Alone in the upper hall, Reyeh leaned heavily against the wall, closing her eyes while clinging to the panel moldings, as if without their support she would sink to the floor. Her breathing became maddeningly shallow as a wave of emotion swept over her. Pressing her lips tightly, she opened her eyes and blinked to stay off the tears that threatened to come. Her mother! Her father! In an instant, the two of the most beloved people had been wrenched from her life. How was such a moment to be endured or the future beyond that moment contemplated?

At a loss for an answer, the only clarity that possessed her mind was the need others had placed on her. Herr Deveraux needed summoning, and this incapacitation was hindering her. Fighting for control, her breath regulated as Leon mounted the stairs toward her. Requesting him to follow her downstairs to the library where her father’s desk was, she wrote a short urgent note to Herr Deveraux and sent Leon to find a footman for its immediate delivery. How odd it would seem to him to receive a note by her hand, thought Reyeh to herself, half hoping the curiosity of such an oddity would speed his arrival.

A dull ache that would not leave for many months enveloped her heart like a lead cloak. Putting her hand over the ache in her chest, she realized from now on this pain would replace her oh-so-tangible parents. In place of them, she took comfort in the twinge as she mounted the stairs to rejoin her friends.

As soon as she quit the drawing room, the agent, and the baron exchanged a bewildered look, equally taken aback. But the baroness thought she could see beyond this brave facade and so went to her friend when she re-entered fifteen minutes later.

“Rey, please.” beseeched the baroness, in her mother tongue. “My dear, you don’t have to be this brave.”

“Deb, I love you, but you are quite wrong. I am all there is left of the Léopard family, I have to be everything to this name, even the things I don’t wish to be.”
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  The Reading of a Will.

  
  




Vienna in 1812 was a bubbly town, full of musical people living their lives like they were part of one long song that never ended. The contagious aura of melody gripped the Léopard family from the start.

A week after the Comte and Comtesse Léopard’s tragic death, Reyeh showed it was the person’s spirit, not the city that allowed the music in. Reyeh let nothing penetrate her anesthetized world since the tragedy. This made her realize Vienna could be the same lifeless set of buildings as any other she had ever visited.

Her time was consumed with regular visits from her father’s steward, Herr Deveraux. His visits were dominated by questions regarding how her parents would have liked their memorials observed. Grateful to escape the idle moments in the day, she welcomed these visits that provided respite from the harsh reality of her loss.

She turned out to be less helpful than she would have liked. Having grown up with parents who never discussed death, she found herself ill-equipped to guess their preferences. Their spirit ignited wholly with Vienna, causing both the comte and comtesse to be in a perpetual state of merriment. In such a condition, they would always hum their favorite music so that death never seemed possible in their world of symphonies.

On the day of the funeral, the Léopard residence was filled with countless arrangements of flowers adorning the formal rooms from the many acquaintances and friends of the Léopard family. It made the house seem overly perfumed when Reyeh arrived home from the cemetery. Arriving home on the Herrengasse, the empty shell of her home weighed on her heavily. The constant support and company of the Baron and Baroness de-Lude aided her throughout the week. The front door opened expectantly as she arrived and was met with the saddest of expressions from her maid and butler. She was followed inside by the baron and baroness. Relinquishing her cloak to Phoebe, Leon was instructed to serve coffee for three in the upstairs drawing room.

Since the tragedy’s announcement, Reyeh’s countenance in public had never altered beyond a mistiness of her hazel eyes and the baroness was positive her grief would break upon her harshly, for all her resolve to stay it off only made it worse. She informed her husband of the fact, and concertedly they kept her close all week, anticipating her breakdown. Even now, with her command of the household and her desire to receive them in her home, it all belied the grief she must be in.

Leon was swift about bringing up the coffee and lingered a little after putting the tray down until his mistress noted him and asked what the matter was.

“You have been so busy this week, mademoiselle. I did not want to disturb you.” Leon’s eyes were averted downward. “On behalf of all the staff, I would like to say how missed the comte and comtesse will be, and our sympathies and prayers go out to you.” 

Reyeh rose from her chair and approached her butler. The baroness was mentally poised for what such sentiment might trigger but she was to be disappointed. Reyeh placed her hands on his arms and secured his eye contact.

“Thank you, Leon. This means much to me.” Having been kissed on both cheeks by his mistress, he left the room a little misty-eyed, yet holding his dignity.

Reyeh returned to the settee, revealing herself also to have become misty-eyed, but as yet unbroken.

The arrival of Herr Deveraux marked the time for The Will reading. The baroness deemed it an impertinence on his behalf until she was told Reyeh had requested it.

“There are no further steps to take but to face my future, Deb.” Reyeh’s stoicism caused the de-Ludes to exchange another look between them. Addressing Herr Deveraux in the language her father employed with his steward, Reyeh seamlessly reverted to German. “Please, Herr Deveraux, you may begin. It is my wish that these friends of mine remain.” Therefore, he began the reading to an audience of three.

The de-Ludes remained seated on the settee. Mademoiselle Léopard stood by the front window, her arms wrapped around her slim waist. She gazed out at the drizzle, which had been falling since the accident. The Last Will listed properties in England and investments across the continent. It also included bequests to distant friends she had known since childhood, some of whom she had only heard of. The document’s dialogue failed to capture Mademoiselle Léopard’s attention. Instead, she thought about her father’s undisclosed properties.

She gathered from her father’s paranoia about fortune hunters entering her court that she would have a large sum of money in trust for her future. But the mention of so many estates caused her to wonder exactly how wealthy she had become! That she would be glad for Herr Deveraux’s advice and support in handling this wealth was flitting through her mind, when her father’s will came to the point of clarifying exactly whose hands this fortune would lie in.

“As for my only daughter, Reyeh Leigh Léopard, both I and the Comtesse Léopard entrust her and her inheritance to the guardianship of my brother-in-law, Mr. Cartwright of 113 Cannon Street, London, until she reaches her majority at age 21, or upon her marriage when at such time it will be at her disposal.” Herr Deveraux ceased his recital. The de-Ludes’ bewilderment was written on their faces as they looked at Reyeh for answers.

Reyeh averted her gaze from the window but stayed put. She scrutinized her father’s business representative. “You cannot be serious?”

His attention was on The Will and its property deeds. They were yellowing and fragile and somewhat discolored from their lengthy time in storage, so they required a gentle touch to appraise. However, as it was such an odd question for her to ask, he raised his eyes to Mademoiselle Léopard and away from the paperwork. First, he noted her shocked countenance, then the similar expressions of the de-Ludes’ whose eyes were also on him.

“Mademoiselle, were you unaware that this is how your father’s papers would read?” 

“Certainly not, Herr Deveraux! It is unthinkable for my parents to imagine me still in need of guardianship!”

“Unfortunately, mademoiselle, your parent’s wishes were drawn up when you were but an infant and such provisions must have seemed valid at the time. Sorry, but word has already been sent to your uncle and aunt. At a time such as this, it would be wise for you to be with family, don’t you think?” Herr Deveraux replied in a pacifying tone.

“We think very much alike, Herr Deveraux. However, you have your identities confused. My family is here with me now. That man in London is a stranger to me.” At such sentiments from Reyeh, the baroness went over to her and wrapped an arm around her friend’s shoulders for support.

“Come now, man,” interjected Max, rising from the settee in annoyance. “Surely you can write to this, brother-in-law, and explain this mess.” He waved a hand at the document like an annoying insect. “It’s positively ludicrous for Mademoiselle Léopard to leave Vienna in mourning. She may visit her family in time, but such a journey would be unthinkable now.”

“Mademoiselle, I could write and explain the situation to your uncle. But even so, he holds the purse strings to all your fortune. I doubt if he would want you to continue here alone.”

“Well, then apply yourself to the task of persuading him, Herr Deveraux.”

* * *

As it often turns out, when one hopes for delays, they receive expediency. This was evidenced by the swiftest exchange of letters across the continent from the office of Herr Deveraux in Vienna to the modest abode of Mr. Cartwright in London. Despite a direct letter of her own and several tributes of legal reasoning from Herr Deveraux, Mr. Cartwright displayed on paper an overwhelming desire to meet his niece and care for her. This, he assured them, his late sister would have insisted he do. ‘Not a moment more was to be spent in meaningless excuses or letter writing,’ was his direction in his latest communication, ‘but come at once to your family in London, for Christmas. This is where you belong.’

“What a forceful person this uncle of mine is turning out to be,” remarked Reyeh, to her father’s apologetic steward. “Surely, he must realize that by the time I arrive in London and see out my mourning period, I shall have near enough reached my majority and want to return to Vienna again. Why can he not understand the terrible waste of time and expense it would be … and all for what? Just for the sake of fulfilling Papa’s Will?”
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  The Jaded Connoisseur

  
  




London’s acclaimed Connoisseur of twelve years wore all forms of raiment exquisitely, except for his reputation. It was a misnomer, like an ill-fitting hat that exaggerated a simple quality. In his opinion, Bryde’s interests never warrant such attention. He simply preferred the finest things money could purchase, rather than settling for what his wealth could easily find.

In a time when one century faded into the next amidst the turmoil of war, a young Atticus Walford departed the serene plains of Devonshire, forsaking the battlefields to seek his fortune in the vibrant streets of London. Armed with more money than sense, young Walford sought to cut a dash, inevitably ending in what would have been tragic events for any other impressionable young man.

Without the protection of his doting mother, Atticus Walford’s pride was put to the test when a dandy stopped him on Bond Street to criticize his poorly arranged attire. Such public humiliation could have made a less determined man retreat home. However, Atticus was determined to rectify his ignorance and ensure he would never face criticism again. So, in a short time, Atticus Walford gained respect and admiration among the merchants and the bon ton and became known as ‘The Connoisseur.’

He was known for never being satisfied with front-of-house sales or what other customers had forfeited. Only the specially ordered and reserved items would ever claim his attention again. Merchants, London over, would use his patronage to emphasize to subsequent buyers the high quality of the items that once passed before The Connoisseur, was now theirs to view.

Atticus didn’t see his pedantic nature as a specialized study that deserved a title. However, for the merchants seeking his admiration, there was no better label for him. Moreover, like a bad-fitting hat forced ungraciously onto one’s head, it stuck fast.

The annoyance of his reputation didn’t bother him sufficiently to take action. Atticus increasingly found that the material things around him needed to be perfect. Indeed, the least lack could ruin all the effort devoted to the rest. He avoided socializing outside the Carlton House Set, imbuing a sense of privilege to those who gained his time.

Atticus felt the haut ton, to be largely tiresome for any significant length, making his appearances in society rare and coveted events. To have ‘The Connoisseur’ or any of the prince’s companions accept an invitation to a season ball would throw any lady patron into raptures over the surety of her entertaining success. His leisurely walk through her formal rooms on the night in question provided the refinement and validation for one to establish themselves as a prominent figure in society. Equally of high value were the compliments he would pay his hostess upon leaving. These would be repeated endlessly as a means of social reference.

With the passing of his father, Atticus Walford attained the title of Marquis of Bryde in his twenty-eighth year. He grew ever more particular about the wines he savored and the company he kept, believing that a shortcoming of either could taint the experience. This being the case, eventually, curiosity rose among high society over his close association with a young and lively newcomer.

Charles Davenport, inexperienced but eager to learn, was navigating through life’s lessons just as Bryde had done a decade ago. In the marquis’s presence, Davenport eagerly absorbed life’s lessons, grateful to avoid the painful consequences of personal experience.

With his lively sense of humor, Charles knocked at the door of wisdom, making observations about his older friend that had gone unnoticed by everyone else, capturing the marquis’ attention like few others could.

With the onset of autumn, the Prince Regent removed to Brighton and invited his set to join him. Lord Bryde, more at home in Berkeley Square, decided this year to decline. Perhaps, (and was not minded to analyze it), because of his new friendship with the entertaining Charles Davenport.




The inclement winter weather, unseasonably early, proved advantageous for the proprietor of a club like Brooks’s, as it enticed men to seek warmth and comfort indoors, engaging in a leisurely game of cards while sipping on fine brandy. Lord Bryde and his companion, Mr. Davenport, happened to be two such gentlemen.

Bryde, a long-standing club member, reclined in his usual corner booth. He was engaged in a game of chance with his young friend Charles, who did not detect the patience required to listen to him regaling the charms of the latest debutante.

“I tell you, Atticus, she was the most beautiful creature in the room by far!”

“She must be a beauty beyond imagination to exceed the scope of an entire room,” replied Atticus with sarcasm, heartily sick of the topic. “Having lost every round tonight, Charles, I suggest you honor your sweetheart by attempting to win. I cannot imagine any other motive that might inspire you. Honestly, I must protest, this inattention of yours offends me.”

“Ha-ha! You cannot know how these losses spur me on!” said Charles jovially. “There is the adage that one who fails with luck reaps with love. It quite makes me pity your fortuity, Bryde.”

“You will soon want to purchase some meaningless memento for the girl and then I promise you, your losses tonight will lose their charm. As for your pity, you would be wise to save that too, my boy. Love’s lessons are bittersweet at best.”

“I’ll warrant you’ve only ever had the bitter. The rumors one hears I dare say are true: ‘The Connoisseur’ has never been in love!”

“You know that hat does not fit me, Charles.”

“Oh, forget the tattle mongers. What they say is true, is it not?” asked Charles, eager to hear a confession.

“Honestly Charles, there has yet to live a woman who could make me regret the fact.”

His young friend laughed heartily and slapped the table’s edge with his hand.

“Bryde, I wish you joy of your loneliness. ‘Never yet lived’ indeed!” Much amused, Charles returned his attention to his cards, and after reordering them absently, he discarded a diamond that would prove providential to Lord Bryde winning another round. “What will you then, old man?” he inquired, bringing the deck back together for another shuffle. “What paragon of womanhood has yet to grace God’s good earth? Last season, I was positive we met one of every kind.”

“Oh, indeed, Charles, every kind but the admirable,” said Bryde, polishing off the last of his brandy.

“Now you’re slipping. Only an amorous chap would notice such a deficiency.” Charles rejoiced, still shuffling. “I would have you know, that I can see through your heartless guise without difficulty.”

“Dear boy, would you expect me to keep company with fools?”

It was late, and they had consumed much brandy. Even so, these comments betrayed bitterness too deep for a man in his cups. There was yet some sober truth lurking and with a worried shake of his head, Charles concluded: “I shall hazard a guess at your diagnosis, Bryde.”

“Oh, yes?”

“You are in danger of having the best of everything for too long.” His diagnosis complete, Charles dealt another round of cards between them.

“Though I reject being the subject of analysis, Charles, I think you’ve come to an overly comprehensive finding.”



OEBPS/ab3482e4d41549c846b35a9c516ab09d8490245b_smallRaw.jpg
I'tHE
CONNOISSEIIR








OEBPS/images/ab3482e4d41549c846b35a9c516ab09d8490245b_smallRaw.jpg
I'tHE
CONNOISSEIIR













