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    1815 
 
    1 
 
    A young mother placed her child, born out of wedlock, in the cradle on the steps of St. Anna's church. She tearfully whispered a few endearing words, kissed the baby goodbye, pulled the chord of the bell, and left the premises consumed with grief. The scene was an almost daily occurrence in these days, leading most Catholic churches to place a crib at the side door. 
 
    The nuns who fetched the baby to the nursery agreed amongst themselves that this was not one of the unwanted children that were usually left on their doorstep, and how much this mother must have loved him, for he was wrapped snugly in light blue bunting and wore a bonnet, both decorated with hand embroidery and lace. 
 
    Their surprise increased upon finding a note in the cradle, which was a great exception to the rule.  
 
    “She must have cared for her child very deeply!” A young novice handed the note to the Mother Superior. “Her handwriting is extraordinary! And the phrasing ... so perfect!” she pointed out.  
 
    “Please call him Karl and find him the most loving home possible. He deserves the very best!” the note read, and was signed, 'A distressed mother'. 
 
    “This is also a letter asking for our Lord's forgiveness!” Mother Superior remarked, fondly glancing at the still sleeping boy. 
 
    Briskly, she made her way to the vestibule, knelt at the statue of Mary who held her infant Jesus and began to pray. It was a habit she had acquired years ago, anytime a newborn baby was left at the church.  
 
    Returning to her office, she carefully studied the orderly kept files of the many desperately seeking childless couples, stopping abruptly at the R's. “Reinhardt!” she murmured, and then aloud, “Architect Otto Reinhardt and his dear wife Stephany! They indeed qualify for the term 'loving' as well as the ‘very best!’” she exclaimed delightedly. 
 
    “I've found the most refined place in Vienna for our new baby, if not in all Austria. What am I saying? Probably in the whole wide world!” Which, to her, meant the present Empire of Austria-Hungary and its annexed countries. 
 
    The nuns encircling her, looked curiously and questioningly at her. 
 
    “Karl will go to the Reinhardts!” All beamed with joy. “Nothing could make us happier!” one of the nuns responded, quickly adding, “They have been waiting for months to adopt a child! I have always felt so sorry to see them leave empty-handed!” 
 
    “True, very true!” Mother Superior smiled, winking at the others “For many reasons I promised them a very special child, and special he is! In His infinite wisdom, the dear Lord made me stop right at their name on my list!” 
 
    “What a coincidence, Mother Superior! The moment I held that child in my arms, I thought of the Reinhardts as well!”  
 
    “Well then! The good Lord must have talked to both of us. After all, heaven knows no ranks or favorites! Fetch my garb please. I shall be on my way!” 
 
    “Karl, my dear boy, you are going to a beautiful place, inhabited by the kindest people. I only wish I had been as lucky as you when I was born!” The novice bemoaned her own situation, giving Mother Superior the child. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Austria may have its Emperor, Prince Metternich his Viennese Congress, but we have the world's most adorable child!” Stephany Reinhardt had written in her diary on the 17th of January, 1815. “My most loving husband and I are pinching one another to assure ourselves it's not just a dream!” 
 
    They had christened him Karl Albert Reinhardt. Albert for Otto's father, who had been so elated and overjoyed at the prospect of his new role as grandfather and showed it by paying daily visits to the child. 
 
    “Just to be sure the wet nurse, and the rest of the family for that matter, knows what they are doing!” he jested, volunteering his unlimited time to rocking the cradle, cooing, and admiring Karl. “Just imagine, Stephany and Otto! I have never seen a one-month old child that not only recognizes me, but also smiles at me!” he said, quivering with love and pride. He had also helped in decorating the nursery, as well as the future play and classrooms, and had selected the most exquisite eighteenth century French furniture. “One cannot expect one's grandson to live with less beauty and comfort than was good enough for one's own son!” So far, he had interviewed five of the most highly recommended nannies and governesses, had talked at no end to Otto about future tutors, academies to be attended and travels to be taken by young Karl. “One can never start too soon to discuss and arrange such important matters. After all, Karl is going to be four months old tomorrow!”.  
 
    On a very hot day in August, he had ordered a very fancy sled to be delivered to the Reinhardts’ household with the explanation: “Because my grandson is now seven months old!” 
 
    When Stephany roared with laughter, he just shrugged his shoulders saying: “Winter may come early this year, and maybe there might also be a shortage of sleds. But above all, I wouldn't want to spoil Karl with too many things at Christmas, so I have decided to have them arrive very gradually and at slow intervals!” 
 
    “Stop it, Grandpapa, please! Or we are all going to become hysterical!” Stephany responded, laughingly hugging him. 
 
    “I don't believe it's all that funny. Otto received his first sled in July!” 
 
    “You don't really mean that!” 
 
    “Of course, I do! I've always been one for looking to the future. Especially now, dear Stephany, that we have Karl to carry on the family name,” he answered grandly, walking down from the upper floor. “Now I am going to go home and design the most stunning castle for my grandson! In Lindenfels, that is. This will teach them a lesson for laughing and chiding me about spoiling him,” he murmured to himself, walking towards the church of St. Anna. “I must talk to Mother Superior again. She seems to be an impartial and understanding one! She never laughs at me, when I tell her that someday my grandson will change this city, not simply in regard to its beauty and culture alone, but by continuing with Otto's work to make Vienna a better place to live for all! Come to think of it, I just may let her have the old place in Laubgasse to use it as an orphanage. That should relieve them a bit of being so overcrowded! Poor nuns. They live for their God and His many unwanted children, brought into this world only to suffer and eventually die!” This was something he had never understood, nor had he ever tried to. 
 
    “As for myself, at my age I don't really need four manor houses, especially now when I'll be building the finest and largest castle! It will of course have parks and gardens with fountains, vineyards, and forests for an income, riding stables for the Arabian horses, and just in case, also a few hunting lodges. But I'm keeping all that to myself, or the nuns might also start to think I'm spoiling my grandson when there is really nothing farther away from my intentions!” He was still grinning deviously and mumbling under his breath when he finally arrived at the church. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Otto and Stephany's lives had been remarkably changed too. She had gotten over her imaginary pregnancies of the past two years and had started to dress herself differently and more figure pleasing. Again, both accepted the invitations to the opera and stage plays and gave little concerts, large dinner parties, and elaborate balls in their own palace. 
 
    “My dear husband and I haven't felt so good in years!” 
 
    “It couldn't be that little Karl could be the reason for that!” joked their friends. The Reinhardts were by now affectionately regarded as Karl's very happy and fun-loving parents. One morning, though, Stephany felt uncommonly nauseated. 
 
    “You will have to slow down, my dearest! I'll have the doctor called in immediately, and I am sure he will agree with me on this issue!” a concerned Otto suggested. 
 
    “My dear Mrs. Reinhardt, you are not ill, you are pregnant! This is what Karl really did for you!” the doctor exclaimed 
 
    “Oh no! It cannot be!” She gasped in disbelief. “After all these years of trying so hard?” 
 
    “Exactly! It is simply the fact that you did not have to worry yourself any longer, striving so desperately to produce an heir. Believe me, it happens all the time.” The doctor smiled kindly. 
 
    “Please, Doctor, could you call my husband in the room?” she stuttered, still full of disbelief and awe. 
 
    “Well, Mrs. Reinhardt, are you going to tell him, or would you like me to?” he asked, after he reappeared in the room with Otto, but Stephany was too shocked to reply. “Dear Mr. Reinhardt, you and your wife are going to be parents again!” Dr. Grabmayer said cheerfully, stretching out his hands to congratulate both. 
 
    “Oh my God! Do you mean to say we are going to have another child?” Otto responded, quite beside himself. 
 
    “Yes, isn't this the greatest news? Little Karl has been able to make it possible for you to have your very own baby and at the same time arranged a playmate for himself!” 
 
    “It is wonderful news! This son of ours never ceases to amaze us.” 
 
    “You'll never know how happy it makes me, to know that this will bring twice the happiness for both of you!” the doctor acknowledged, his voice swelling with emotion, before ordering two weeks of bedrest for Stephany. 
 
    “Another child! Thank you, Lord! Thank you, Otto! Thank you, Karl! And thank you, Mother Superior!” a deliriously joyous Stephany wrote in her diary on October 3, 1815, pausing to ponder whether the sequence in giving thanks was correct. 
 
    “Otto, my dearest! I feel so very much like crying, I am so happy!” 
 
    “Who wouldn't be after a day like this, my dearest, dearest wife!” he replied, wiping away some of his own tears. 
 
      
 
    ∼ 
 
    It was a healthy baby girl, born May 1, 1816, and was baptized Christina Anna, called Christi, Christl, or Tina, and always referred to by Grandpapa Reinhardt as Karl's little sister. He now had the joyful task of redesigning both wings of the castle and adding forty rooms, just in case Christina would decide not to marry and go on to live with his grandson. 
 
    “Papa! Don't you think 140 rooms are a little much? I mean, it is just a summer residence” 
 
    “Don't be ridiculous, Otto! It's not that large. It has, for instance, 1300 rooms less than the Schönbrunn castle. Furthermore, my two grandchildren will not only be smarter, but also more deserving than all of our so-called nobility, princes and princesses alike!” he admonished convincingly. “Right now, I am more concerned with which of the larger rooms should be eliminated to fit in a chapel. Mother Superior recommended it, and it must be large enough to accommodate all our servants. Stop laughing, Stephany! This is a very wise woman. She knows exactly what she is talking about!” 
 
    “Of course, Papa! It only made me wonder what else she might suggest were she the grandmother!” Stephany replied, still chuckling. 
 
    “I wouldn't dream of talking to her then! She would be just like all other grandmothers in the world—very kind, and of course, much too generous. The worst part would be spoiling Karl and his little sister! We wouldn't want that to happen, Stephany, would we?” Entering Karl's nursery, he smiled, pinching her cheek slightly and ever so pleased with himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
     
 
    1828 
 
    2 
 
    At thirteen, Karl had a ten-hour day laid out for him that included three tutors and a riding teacher. 
 
    “One can never expect one teacher to be brilliant enough in all subjects that you will have to know, dear boy!” 
 
    “Of course, Grandpapa! But they all are very kind, fair, and courteous.” 
 
    “They had better be! I pay them more than anyone else would. Remember Karl, devoted and good employees and a good salary always work hand in hand!” 
 
    Although Karl's mother tongue was the Austrian dialect, his written German was equally good, and he was now already proficient in French. He had always liked to sketch castles, palaces, and mansions until his little hands would be too tired to draw. His mind and imagination were, however, never too drained to dream.  
 
    “Someday, I would love to draw boulevards bordered by beautiful buildings, parks, and gardens. The elegant ones, that don't show the vegetables, you know?” 
 
    “I'm not surprised, dear boy! I've known that for quite some time now and am more assured of it by watching you daily. Even your parents have stopped laughing at me.” 
 
    “How did you know all that?” 
 
    “Now that, my dear Karl, is something I do not know!” He shrugged and both burst out laughing. They had, in all these years, become very close and good friends. 
 
    Karl did everything to please his grandfather and parents. He was an excellent student, rode the thoroughbreds, went fishing and mountain climbing, but had never taken a liking to hunting and had refused to take part in this sport. 
 
    His grandfather agreed with him. “That's quite all right, Karl! Unless you enjoy doing something, don't do it! It would be a waste of time, anyhow!” 
 
    “How can anyone enjoy killing?” 
 
    “People have to eat, for one thing, and for most of them it's the only way to have meat on their tables!” 
 
    “But I've noticed that some people kill just to hang up trophies. Like the Kufbergs, who have them all over their house!” 
 
    “Yes, I guess some people enjoy that too.” His grandfather pondered the statement. “But let's get back to what we had been discussing before. I want you to enjoy life to the fullest and do only that which brings you or others joy. Don't ever just sit there idle!” 
 
    “Right, Grandpapa! Christina and I are being reminded almost daily by our parents that the privileged have to work twice as hard in order to keep what they have, and also to share with the less fortunate, since frivolity and sluggishness will surely lead to decadence!” 
 
    “How nice of you to tell me that! I shall always remember it.” He smiled fondly at his grandson, filled with pride and satisfaction. “Promise me also that you will always look after your little sister. No matter where you are or whatever happens,” he continued. “She is so sweet and well behaved. And she seems to be very artistically inclined, which reminds me,” He sighed, tapping his forehead, as if scolding himself for his forgetfulness. “I must talk to one of her tutors about encouraging her talent in painting!” 
 
    “I give you my word, Grandpapa. I shall always be there, if ever she needs me!” Karl expressed emphatically, feeling quite privileged and manly to be so entrusted. 
 
    Five days later, Albert Reinhardt died in his sleep. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    The pleasant weather from two weeks ago had taken a turn for the worse, and a bitter cold day in March, combined with a snowstorm, afforded Albert Reinhardt only a rather small funeral for a man of his status. Aside from his immediate family, only a few friends and dignitaries attended, but all of his devoted servants were present. 
 
    To Otto and Stephany's chagrin, some of Albert’s abhorred relatives and their children were also attending the funeral. Otto and Stephany had left their own children in the care of the governess, who had orders to return home as soon as the funeral rites were over, to avoid any possible confrontations or the children witnessing some arguments, which they felt would most certainly arise. So far, the relatives’ faces appeared to be sad and somber, but Otto knew from experience that drastic changes might occur at the first given opportunity. 
 
    “Try to stay very calm and ignore any of the onslaughts!” Otto whispered to Stephany when a cousin came over to offer her condolences. 
 
    “Did I understand correctly that uncle Albert died in his sleep?” 
 
    “Yes, Amanda, he did!” 
 
    “Then he was even lucky in his death! We probably will have to suffer right to the very end, just as we now do!” 
 
    “How can anyone afford to die? Considering the fact that they don’t even have enough money to live decently!” retorted her husband Daniel, accusingly and embittered. 
 
    “You say his valet couldn't awaken him? Pity! Poor Uncle Albert! We wouldn't even know what a valet looks like!” 
 
    “My wife never even had a cook or maid, for that matter!” sneered Gustav. 
 
    Both of the seemingly upset families were childless and each living very comfortably in Albert Reinhardt's apartments, not ever having to pay rent. 
 
    “Otto and I were not only taken by complete surprise, but also shocked beyond belief, when—” 
 
    “Well, let's be objective, Stephany. Once in a while, even the very rich get their unpleasant surprises!” interrupted Claudia grimly, adding, “You should have both expected it! After all, he was in his seventies!” 
 
    “That's what I've been saying all along, considering that the average age of those of us less fortunate is only around fifty, if that!” her husband answered coldly. 
 
    “Which again proves one thing! If you have plenty of money, you can buy your health to reach a ripe old age!” Amanda looked for approval from all present, and was pleased to notice her husband's delighted expression in answer to her cynical comment. 
 
    “Our dear, dear Grandpapa!” Stephany, now even more in tears, extended her hand to Rita, so far the only one showing a sorrowful face. She had come with her unapproachable husband Robert and their three repulsive children to pay their respect.  
 
    “I hope we won't catch a cold!” Rita's oldest son said bluntly, glancing at Stephany, who, taking Otto's advice, forced herself not to take notice of all their cruel comments. “Today would have been the day Grandpapa wanted to meet with a Professor to discuss our daughter's art lessons!  He was so looking forward to it!” 
 
    Is that a fact?” Stephany heard someone ask in a playful voice. 
 
    “I bet!” hissed Claudia's husband and finally added, “I was always under the impression that his only interests and admiration went more toward things of substance, not art! For instance, owning a lot of land, banks, and buildings!” 
 
    “Not to forget the castle, Uncle!” A nephew smiled sarcastically. 
 
    “Above all, Papa was an architect!” interrupted Stephany, finally getting perturbed and showing a reprimanding, resentful face. 
 
    “Well, don't blame us for our justified ignorance! We haven't seen him in so many years!” Rita said somewhat uneasy. “We were always puzzled as to why we couldn't have a more understanding relationship with him. God only knows how hard we've tried!” she concluded pontifically. 
 
    “By the way, how is his grandson?” mused Daniel, trying to change the subject. 
 
    “Our son Karl is holding up very well!  He is trying very hard to comfort Christina!” 
 
    “Christina who?” 
 
    “His sister, of course. Don't you even remember their names?” 
 
    “How and why should we, Stephany?  We were never included in any of the Reinhardt family affairs,” Gustav informed her flatly. 
 
    “We only found out from our friends how much he favored his grandson, which is a mystery in itself!” his wife smirked. 
 
    “He loved both of his grandchildren equally. Maybe he could relate better to a boy! What is so unusual about that?” Otto replied sternly, trying to put an end to his wife's ordeal, as she was already, sadly, trying to leave the scene. 
 
    He knew he would not fare any better himself in their idle and ominous chit-chat and mingled, therefore, mostly with the servants, who at least showed their genuine grief. The weather was getting worse and he had to urge Papa's faithful old servant to leave immediately. 
 
    “Well, well, well! So Uncle Albert is dead. Now what, Cousin?” Daniel looked expectantly at Otto, neither showing grief nor remorse. 
 
    “We shall see!” Otto smiled at him.  
 
    “I do want to thank you all so much for coming! Especially on a cold day like today.” Stephany said unconvincingly as she returned. 
 
    “Why do I have the distinct feeling that we shall see each other real soon again?” teased Otto, eyeing them curiously and linking his arm into Stephany's. “Let's go home, dearest. Our children are waiting,” he ordered fondly, leaving their stunned and shivering relatives to fend for themselves for suitable transportation. 
 
    “This is only the beginning of my kindness!” he cautioned with a wink at his wife and the waiting coachman. “Much more will follow, I'm afraid!” 
 
    “I feel so uncomfortable, not to have them asked to come home to have a meal with us! But it was just about all I could manage to keep from losing my temper!” 
 
    “Stephany, I am so proud of you, the way you faced their affronts! From time to time, I glanced in your direction hoping we would both get through this funeral without any great scenes. Now you probably understand better why we stayed away from them so much. And as for not inviting them, forget that custom. Papa would have turned over in his grave, had we invited them!” he replied, satisfied. 
 
    “Looking at it from this angle, I must agree with you. And Otto,” She pressed his arm tightly, “I, for one, have always understood Papa! I never once questioned his decisions or his good judgment, which have always seemed perfect, and not only to me. Now I'll have only to face the problem of his not being around any longer. I shall miss him so much— his loving ways and embracing nature, his constant teasing for instance, and his hugs!” she said, her eyes filling with tears. 
 
    He smiled gratefully, caressing her cheeks. “That man loved you so much! So very, very much!” He took a deep breath, “And I.... it's up to me now to make all those changes alone. Drastic ones at that. Wait until you see that greedy bunch of vultures at the lawyer’s office!” 
 
    “Do you think they will be there?” 
 
    “Oh, of course!  There’s no doubt about that,” he answered with a sigh. 
 
    “How foolish of them to behave so badly. Their distasteful remarks concerning Papa's wealth and their own so-called impoverished lifestyle really got me upset!” she said scornfully. 
 
    “As of today, they will have to learn to live with a lot less. And it will be my greatest pleasure that ‘my will’ shall be executed! Of course, we shall have so much more than we will be able to use up in ten lifetimes, so there will be many changes for us as well.” 
 
    “Anything you decide is fine with me.” She sighed gratefully. “Now my family will have only you to call Croesus, however fondly and in jest, but secretly meaning every word of it!” 
 
    “I remember it well, and Papa and I thought it rather cute, but of course highly exaggerated.” Otto laughed. 
 
    “And to think that I had the audacity to enter your palace with only a worn-out suitcase!” 
 
    “Don't ever let me hear you say such a foolish thing again!” he demanded. 
 
    “So sorry, my Dearest! I'll have to change to be more self-assured.” 
 
    “That sounds much better already.” 
 
    “After all, I did bring four monogrammed pillowcases into this marriage,” she giggled. 
 
    “That's right, now that I think about it. Whatever happened to the matching sheets?” he chuckled, pulling her closer. “This may sound insane, dearest, but even on a sad and trying day like this, I still feel as if we still were on our honeymoon!” 
 
    “I hope you do, Otto! It was when I made a promise to you, and I never tire of hearing about it.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” he answered contentedly. “God blessed me so very much...so undeservingly much.” 
 
    “All of us, Otto.” She kissed him gently and put her head on his shoulder, reminiscing over their very first encounter in 1808. It seemed like yesterday, and yet, it had been so long ago. 
 
    If ever there were such a thing as that called a love made in heaven, Otto and Stephany Reinhardt would certainly qualify. As different as their backgrounds had been, it had never interfered with their boundless love for each other. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Otto, who had been a bachelor at the age of thirty-two, was a rather largely built, courtly, and dark-haired man with a nondescript face, except for an inbred trace of arrogance. Like his father Albert, he had a very authoritative and commanding voice, which he used very articulately, and both men were unanimously referred to as ‘The Reinhardts of the Silver-tongue'. Nevertheless, they used their position of power very judiciously. However, once applied, it was irrevocable. 
 
    To Albert, Otto was the absolute perfect son, and he never tired of lecturing his less fortunate friends on the topic of child rearing. His own marriage to a very beautiful, though egocentric and vain, fortune hunter who had claimed to be of noble ancestry, failed after three years of an unhappy alliance. He had discovered much too late her secret passion for gambling and other men. Thus, her departure had been as sudden as her arrival in Vienna's dubious social circles. When, years later, a letter from Rome arrived announcing the annulment of the marriage, he had tossed it impulsively and with a smile of relief into the fireplace and watched it burn. It was a chapter closed in his life, never to be reopened again. 
 
    Already disillusioned with his wife by the time of Otto’s birth, he had lavished all his love, time, and whatever it took in money to raise, guide, and advise his son. Otto, in turn, was the most gratifying child to him, who never, even in later years, gave any indication of missing his mother, since he couldn't remember ever knowing her. 
 
    “Take the boy to his father!” was her constant suggestion when his nanny would occasionally present Otto to her, earning her quite a few choice names among the household's staff. After her disappearance had become known, they had prayed a few extra ‘Hail Mary’s’ and promised Albert Reinhardt to replace Otto's mother with all the love and mothering experience they had. Albert had chuckled. “That should be an easy task for you!” he said, thinking of all their own children they had raised. “However, I forbid anyone of you to talk to my son about his mother. Never, ever!” 
 
    As far as Otto was concerned, he had been told that she had died in giving birth to him. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Stephany Cerny had entered the Reinhardt household at the age of eighteen. She had been highly recommended by none other than her doting aunt Bertha, who was not only one of the many servants of long and good standing, but also an excellent pastry cook, something both Albert and Otto valued very highly. When the head mistress had finally laid all rumors to rest and confirmed that the Reinhardts were indeed looking for a skilled woman to do the embroideries on the newly arriving linens, Bertha had not lost any time speaking in her niece's behalf.  
 
    “My lovely niece Stephany has an artist's talent and the patience of a saint! She would be perfect for this tedious work!” 
 
    “Just what we both need!” Albert had teased, winking at Otto and looking to him for approval. All decisions, no matter how trivial, were always being made by mutual consent. 
 
    “And when can she begin?” inquired Otto curiously. 
 
    “Almost immediately, Sir! She was very anxious to find work, as her mother—which is my sister—” she explained as though it mattered. “is desperate to find work in a refined household!” 
 
    “Why the hurry?” 
 
    “My sister has a large brood of girls for one thing, and Stephany is my favorite niece for another! And, most importantly, I as good as promised her the position, as soon as I heard the rumor!” 
 
    Both men smiled at the guilty look on Bertha's face. “So where is the girl now?” asked Otto. 
 
    “On her way to Vienna. Her coach arrives in two days from Prague.” 
 
    “What a tiresome journey! Let her rest a day or two after her arrival and then present her to Mrs. Fischer,” conceded Albert warmly. 
 
    “May I thank both of you gentlemen with all my heart!” Bertha bowed and added: “I am certain, you will never regret it!” 
 
    “We know that, Bertha. We just hope she'll have a few new pastry recipes for us. You know we never tire of sweets!” 
 
    “I have already asked her to bring all the newest along, Sir.”  
 
    “Well then,” Otto smiled, “that alone will make her welcome here!” 
 
    Stephany was so awestruck at the vast size and grandeur of the palace that she laid awake most of the night, as sleep and resting up were the remotest things from her mind, excited as she was. Her father, a self-educated postmaster and innkeeper, took his girls—time and money permitting—to various museums, while her mother instructed them in languages, manners, and art in order to enrich their knowledge of the finer things in life. But to be actually employed in such a place was a different matter altogether. Her room on the last upper floor was light and airy; very surprising, considering the damp and gloomy servant quarters in Prague. And the salary was most satisfactory. All in all, it was so much better than what she had envisioned, even though her aunt had written very informative letters about all its splendor. Of course, this had been somewhat overshadowed by the relaying of details necessary for undertaking such a long and risky journey, leaving all of her family behind. 
 
    “One is always treated kindly and justly. Never belittled by either gentleman, as one sees them rather infrequently. Both travel to their possessions a great deal, and if in residence, unless occupied with one project or another, they entertain lavishly or are asked for their presence in Vienna's highest society, including the Emperor's court! So I assure you, dearest Stephany, of an enjoyable employment in an unusual place, where you don't even have to endure a mistress's various moods and outbursts, a fact most of us servants can really appreciate!” 
 
    This letter was all that was needed for Stephany to pack her suitcase and leave her underpaid seamstress' job that did not offer any advancement. She knew that the future would probably bring her a prearranged marriage with a house full of undernourished children, and more likely than not, a husband who would drink excessively because of the misery, despair, and hopelessness of their lot in life. A common worker’s malady she herself was fortunate enough never to have experienced, though she was well aware of its existence. 
 
    She had finally fallen asleep, praying for her kind family, Aunt Bertha's stubborn insistence for her to come to Vienna, and her own future at the Reinhardt's household. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Almost two months had passed since her arrival, and Stephany had only had glimpses of the huge oil paintings that portrayed the Reinhardts and their ancestors, and she secretly wondered what her benefactors really looked like. Not that it really mattered a great deal, but being a congenial young lady, she would have liked to thank either one of her new employers for her good fortune. 
 
    The servants too were a pleasure to be with, especially in comparison to the ones at her previous place of employment. She knew from her aunt that the Reinhardts detested quarrels among their servants and instigators were punished. There was always a friendly chat among the four seamstresses, or even a song or poem to make the day more pleasant and the long repetitious tasks seem shorter. Aunt Bertha and Stephany saw each other only at mealtime, but all their free evenings were spent together, mostly reading or discussing the day's events. Since the sewing room was rather remote from all the other activities of the house, she was more than happy to oblige her aunt's request to spend a few of her free hours in the kitchen. It was quite a different pace of work from her own where no one seemed to care as long as she would not be observed sitting around idle. 
 
    Just as she was contemplating all the noise, the hustling and bustling and the fidgeting the kitchen helpers had to contend with, she heard a friendly voice, inquiring very casually, “How are you coming along?” It was directed to the chief cook, adding apologetically, “Father and I hate this spur of the moment dinner ourselves, but we had no choice in the matter.” 
 
    “May we know how many guests you are expecting, Sir?” the chef urged. 
 
    “I don't have the vaguest idea. About four or five coaches, I guess.” Otto shrugged. 
 
    “Staying overnight, Mr. Reinhardt?” 
 
    “Heavens no! They've made the necessary arrangements for lodging in Baden. They love the spa more than they do our place and thank God for that! Father and I came across the letter last night. Somehow, it had been misplaced. But no matter. It's too late to think about it now and whose fault it is, though I shudder to think of their arrival with us being completely unprepared!” he concluded with a sigh, helping himself to a warm buttered croissant. “Bertha?” he asked, laying his arm around her hip, “What pleasant surprise is awaiting us tonight?  That coconut almond cake was really delicious! Father and I had two helpings each!” He laughed amusedly, “And we went to the kitchen later to have some more, something we rarely do. We shall have to thank your little niece one of these days for all those new recipes!” 
 
    “She's right over there, Sir! Just helping out for today,” Bertha answered quickly, knowing how anxious Stephany was to meet one of them. 
 
    Stephany turned around and apologized with a warm smile for her dough-covered hands and Otto could not remember ever having met or seen a more charming girl. 
 
    “So, you are the young lady from Prague,” he stated frankly. 
 
    While no one could dispute her lady-like behavior, it took all the surrounding kitchen staff by great surprise, most of all Stephany, who replied humbly, “I am your servant, Sir, embroidering linens.” 
 
    “I know that,” he retorted, slightly conceited, but gently. “It's still a lady's work. Servant or not is of very little consequence.” It was a statement made in his usual tone of finality, never expecting her reply. 
 
    “I'd like to thank you for the fine employment, Sir. I am very content here,” she said carefully and a bit hesitantly. She had rehearsed those few suitable words ever since her arrival and was surprised that it went that well, since she felt quite uneasy and smitten by his dignified presence. ‘Those portraits did not do him any justice at all’, she thought to herself. 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” he said after a moment's pause, still amazed at her loveliness, modesty, and also the perfectly natural Austrian dialect in her speech, which was rarely mastered by Bohemians. 
 
    “How is it that you speak our dialect so well?” 
 
    “Mama is from Vienna.” 
 
    “Ah, well that explains it,” he said gaily and left. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Otto! I ask you now for the tenth time, how are things coming along in the kitchen?” demanded Albert impatiently, not used to being ignored. 
 
    “Just great!” Otto laughed out loud. 
 
    “What are you laughing about?” 
 
    “You'll never believe it.” 
 
    “Give me a try, son. Unless you'd rather not.” 
 
    “Alright father, here it comes, but you'd better sit. I just met the prettiest, sweetest, and most delightful young lady, and I hope to God, she's not spoken for!” 
 
    “Really? Where have you been the past ten minutes? In Hungary with a gypsy fortune teller?” he inquired in jest. 
 
    “Not quite that far, Father. I took a shortcut through the kitchen, and voilá! There was Bertha's niece.” 
 
    “The girl who does the embroideries?” 
 
    “The very one, Father. The only one,” he replied amicably. 
 
    “Heaven help us,” Albert muttered in a despairing voice, knowing Otto's strong will and his own harrowing experience with ‘love at first sight’. “First of all, we shall talk about it, son,” he suggested. 
 
    “First of all, you go and see for yourself!” Otto insisted confidently. “At least then we will both know what we are talking about.” 
 
    There were a few moments of an awkward silence between them before Albert rose from his chair, looked somberly at him and said, “I always thought I knew you.” Feeling rather uneasy, he descended the stairs towards the kitchen. “Not at Otto's request. My curiosity simply got the best of me!” he would recall many times afterwards. “And there was, Stephany; the most kind and adorable young lady with the prettiest blue eyes, her dark brown hair so neatly arranged in a crown, smiling at me so openly—so fresh and sincere—that all I could think of and say at the moment was, ‘Will you join us for dinner tomorrow?’ When one of the cooks dropped a bowl of egg whites, another rushed towards Aunt Bertha, who had fainted, while Stephany responded calmly and composedly, “Thank you for asking, Sir. I feel most honored to oblige!” 
 
    “Son,” he said, extremely gratified, upon returning from his dubious mission, rolling the ever-present cigar between his fingers. “That young lady has all the qualities for THE Mrs. Reinhardt!” 
 
    “Thank you, Papa! Now what?” He sighed, pleased and at the same time confused. 
 
    “I've invited her for dinner tomorrow.” 
 
    “You did?” Otto stammered. 
 
    “Certainly did!” His father smiled, taking a puff from his cigar, and ringing for his valet. 
 
    “And?” urged Otto, still stunned. 
 
    “She most graciously accepted. Let me tell you her own words: 'Thank you for asking, Sir, I feel most honored to oblige!' This is grace and dignity for someone so young and probably not introduced into our circles before.” He grinned, feeling very satisfied. 
 
    “Oh God. Now it's me who has to sit down. I certainly did not expect this to develop so fast!” 
 
    “Well, sit down in any case. We are about to open a bottle of the very best brandy, which I've saved for thirty years to toast to a very special occasion!” Lifting his brandy snifter, and glowing with joy, he toasted, “To the future Mrs. Reinhardt!”  
 
    “To very happy times together!” Otto added triumphantly, thinking about his newfound treasure. 
 
    “We better look up her name and do our homework for tomorrow. Beautiful young lady from Prague just won't do,” Otto jested with a smile. “But as long as she'll say 'I do', everything else will be just fine!” 
 
    Both lifted their glasses again. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Stephany was encircled by the kitchen maids and a barely recovered Aunt Bertha, all bewildered and puzzled by this unforeseen development. Since none of them had ever been invited to dine with the Reinhardts, they judged that it could only be one of two possibilities. “You either are going to be introduced to the Reinhardt's head housemaid Mrs. Fischer, who just turned fifty-nine, in order to assist her or they'll want you to work with your aunt in the pastry kitchen.” One of the maids added, “They both love pastry!” 
 
    “That's it,” the head cook agreed. “You'll be working with us.” 
 
    “As long as they don't send me to any of their other places,” lamented Stephany. “I’ll make it a point to tell Mr. Reinhardt how much I like it here.” 
 
    “Take you away from your aunt? Never! Their motto has always been to be kind to their servants, and believe me, they do live by it!” 
 
    “Every single day,” the oldest and most fragile of the maids admitted. “And I've been working here for over fifty years.” 
 
    “Did you hear me drop the bowl?” her grandson asked, just to be part of their lengthy debate. “It was an accident,” Stephany replied. “Nevertheless, you'd at least be slapped, if not fired anywhere else!” 
 
    “The best of all things is,” The entering Mrs. Fischer, who had overheard a fraction of their conversation, interrupted. “that there is no other lady, but me to answer to. And we all can thank God for that!” Without a word of reaction, neither contradictory or approvingly, they bowed their heads, held their breath and returned to their work. 
 
    Mrs. Fischer, who demanded absolute perfection, loyalty, and obedience to the point of submission from all servants, regardless of their positions or ages, took Stephany aside and assured her in a friendly tone of voice that in time she would get her well-deserved place in the present residence. “Of course, it will largely depend on your willingness to dedicate yourself to this household. There are not too many servants privileged enough to work in a palace like this. We all hold our heads up high and feel good about ourselves. So don't forget, dear child, the 'R’s' you see on all the entrances stand also for Royalty, as well as for Reinhardt,” she teased with a wink of hauteur and her ever-present self-esteem. “Always remember that!” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Fischer. You are most kind!” Stephany answered gratefully, still pondering tomorrow's dinner invitation. 
 
    Aunt Bertha offered her niece a hand-crocheted lace collar to add a little elegance to her drab gray uniform, so she would look more presentable and not appear too much out of place at dinner with the two gentlemen. Even though none of the servants had ever been asked to dine with the Reinhardts, Bertha too was of the belief that Stephany would most likely be introduced to the Reinhardt household and asked to get to know it under the instruction of Mrs. Fischer. She then could take over from her when the older woman retired, and Stephany would have the well-paid and prestigious appointment as head housemaid. So far, Bertha thought, there was no one qualified enough for this responsible position, which demanded patience as well as sacrifice. Stephany's greatest virtues. The estate in Lindenfels would be a very remote possibility, since both gentlemen were accustomed to their routine and replacing or changing servants was a chore they did not like and therefore, undertook very rarely. 
 
    The household had come to an almost complete standstill when word had gotten around via a completely stunned Mrs. Fischer, that no butler was required for their meal, not even for the coffee after dinner. 
 
    Bertha wished her niece good luck and advised her again, “Never speak unless spoken to. Never leave the table or room without permission! Also, never ask a question, unless connected with your work. But then, you know all that so much better than any of us. I am just so nervous, and you appear to be so calm! Now, go with God!” 
 
    ∼ 
 
    At exactly twelve noon, Miss Stephany Cerny was announced. She had been studying the miniature paintings in the rosewood-paneled vestibule, whiling away the time, waiting for the Reinhardts. “Well, well, Miss Stephany. I see you like our little pictures,” Albert commented. 
 
    “I admire art, Sir!” she said elatedly and sighing. “I only wish I had more knowledge about it.” 
 
    “Oh, one can acquire it, if one so desires.” Otto smiled. Both men were visibly pleased. Otto pulled out her chair and offered her a seat, while Albert took her plate and served her a precut portion of the roast pork with small potatoes and vegetables. After the wine had been poured and a toast had been offered to “good health”, Otto lost no time in tackling his most urgent wish to know more about her: “We understand you were a seamstress in Prague. Just where about? We know Prague quite well!” “At Castle Hagenau, right in the heart of the city,” she answered proudly. “That's where I frequently visited the museums, Sir!” 
 
    “That was quite convenient for you!” 
 
    Albert intervened. “Why is it that your mother left Vienna for Prague, when so many Bohemians come to Vienna?” 
 
    “Mama, like Aunt Bertha, was in the service of Baron von Leibnitz right here in Vienna many years ago. She taught his children French and also otherwise supervised them, teaching them proper table manners and such.” 
 
    “That is very interesting!” 
 
    “Mama left with the Baroness for Prague when she inherited Castle Hagenau and took a few of her favorite servants with her. Aunt Bertha was, at that time, spoken for. I really don't know what happened.” She sighed. 
 
    Both thought, “Never mind the engagement of Bertha.” Baron Leibnitz's family had bought their title from Emperor Josef the second, who in turn had been eager to fill his mother's coffers. Having accomplished that, he had entered into a marriage with a very wealthy widow, who had borne him six children in seven years. His other favorite pastimes had consisted of hunting and womanizing. 
 
    “Did you know Baron von Leibnitz, Sir?” Stephany asked politely, after observing their exchange of rather strange glances. 
 
    “We know of him, but so did everyone else in Vienna,” Albert confirmed in a final tone. 
 
    “Quelle petit monde,” Otto stated, still surprised, shaking his head, not realizing he had spoken in French. 
 
    “N'est-ce pas?” Stephany answered swiftly, to their amazement. “So sorry, Sir!” she said simply, trying to excuse her quick remark, remembering her aunt's warning and her own instilled good manners, when Albert and Otto burst out in laughter about their own faux-pas.  
 
    “No, forgive me!” Otto said quickly “I didn't even realize I was speaking French.” They all laughed and then segued to other pleasant chitchat. Questions were asked and answered that concerned her childhood and background but were presented in such a way that she was more than happy to furnish all the desired information. 
 
    Stephany was not only easy to look at, but also so easy to be and talk with, that there was no doubt that she would be the one. “The only one,” as Otto had rightly predicted. 
 
    Dinner was over, aunt Bertha's dessert had been praised and more wine had been served. And both Albert and Otto suggested coffee, laughingly gesturing towards the adjoining room, separated by an oversized French door. “This is our very own coffee house. The only thing we appreciated coming from the Turks!” 
 
    “What a beautiful cozy room!” exclaimed Stephany, looking at the silk-covered walls and admiring the crystal sconces. 
 
    Albert and Otto's countenances had changed from uneasiness to a lighter and more relaxed mood, while Stephany's initial relaxed feeling was now increasingly turning into tension, as she still did not have the slightest indication as to why she had been invited to dinner. 
 
    “We understand, you are quite content here.” Albert reopened the conversation with a twinkle, serving her coffee and Otto offered cream and sugar. “It's very pleasant to know this, because it's not always an easy task to work for two unpredictable bachelors. Especially when I had to grow a beard so everyone can tell us apart!” Albert quipped, stroking his beard. 
 
    “Now, now, Papa. Why don't you tell the whole story, as you usually do in good company. You've grown that beard so no one will mistake you for my son!” And turning to a laughing Stephany, he added more seriously, “No doubt you must be wondering why we've asked you to join us for dinner.” 
 
    “Why, yes Sir, very much so!” 
 
    “Well, for one thing, we would like you to get to know us a little better.” 
 
    “That is very flattering, Sir,” she answered contentedly, returning his smile. 
 
    “And our household, of course,” Albert added awkwardly, just to say something. 
 
    “I am so glad to hear that!” She sighed, relieved. “I am really hoping not to have to work in the kitchen. It's a bit noisy there for me.” Seeing their astounded expressions, she wondered if she had said too much or had been too blunt. “I hope I haven't been too frank, Sir.” 
 
    “Who told you that you'd be working in the kitchen?” 
 
    “Well, I suppose we all did. The servants. It was either the kitchen or learning to be a head housemaid, like Mrs. Fischer... in the future, of course!” For the first time that evening, Stephany stammered quietly, partly afraid she had assumed wrongly. 
 
    Albert felt it was time for him to leave, as the rest was now up to Otto, so he excused himself, muttering that it was already late for his afternoon nap, but a pleasurable half an hour of lateness. He smiled at Stephany, half ordering, “We are taking supper at seven, and we expect you here again. That is, if you would like to join us.” 
 
    “With your permission, I shall be happy to,” she answered cautiously, wondering once more “why?” 
 
    “I always take a stroll through the garden while father is taking his nap. Some black swans have arrived today from Hungary and I am quite anxious to see them. They are supposedly very rare! Would you join me to pay them a friendly visit?” 
 
    “I'd love to, Sir! There is something so special about swans, not to mention their grace and harmony which are so pleasurable to look at.” 
 
    “I agree wholeheartedly! I spend many hours at our pond watching whatever swims by.” 
 
    She smiled at him again as he took her hand, helping her across the small bridge which led to an arched entrance gate with the regal 'R' she had been told about fashioned into the iron work, and which also could not be overlooked. 
 
    “Miss Stephany, if all my endless ramblings and any of my questions should bore you or I seem too inquisitive, please don't hesitate to say so,” Otto stated with concern and forthrightness after a lengthy walk through their beautifully manicured garden. 
 
    “On the contrary, Mr. Reinhardt, I enjoy myself immensely! I enjoy conversation so much, as no one ever takes the trouble to ask me anything.” 
 
    “No one?” 
 
    “Not really,” she answered, looking straight into his eyes, finally arriving at his favorite bench overlooking the tranquil pond with the swan house that had been built on a mound in the middle, and was surrounded by countless blooming water lilies.  
 
    “Breathtakingly beautiful!” she exclaimed in delight. 
 
    “Let's sit down for a while.” He offered her a seat and sat next to her. “Miss Stephany, may I come right to the point of my most urgent question—if I can just find the right words—since this is likely the most important question I'll ever ask in my entire life,” he stuttered, unable to look at her as he reached for her hands. “The real reason you were invited is...well....the very moment I saw you...and I mean the first time,” he stressed again. “Well, I immediately knew that you are the only woman, I could ever love! So...so... could you love me? Would you marry me? Please don't look so frightened!” he pleaded, as Stephany began to visibly tremble, changing her color from white to deep red, trying to find words to reply to him. 
 
    Certainly this may have been the most difficult question to ask, but it would also be the most difficult to answer. Of course she could love him with all her heart, but there were so many other factors and obstacles that would have to be considered. Her mind raced in a thousand different directions and she finally replied, still stupefied about her painful decision.  
 
    “May I think on it, Sir?” 
 
    “Why, Miss Stephany?” 
 
    “Because... because this has come so unexpectedly, and I am in a state of confusion!” 
 
    “About being able to love me?” 
 
    “Oh no, Mr. Reinhardt! It's not that at all!” She said it softly, regaining some of her color as well as her composure. 
 
    “Well then, is there anything else?” he asked hesitantly, somewhat gratified, but impatiently waiting for a more precise answer. 
 
    “Actually, I am mostly concerned because I have just met you and hardly know you.” 
 
    At this, he interrupted. “But we have a lifetime ahead of us to get to know each other! So what is your next worry?” 
 
    “Our family background. With this, I mean ancestry. Then there is a certain social standing and education, and of course, there is also the matter of the dowry. Just to name a few! After all, I am a seamstress, even if I am called embroideries, which still is a servant's position. And don't forget, Mr. Reinhardt, a Bohemian at that!” she replied, almost in tears. 
 
    “Do you believe these trivial matters would bother me? I am asking for your hand in marriage because I love you and not because we are in need of financial support.” He tenderly lifted up her bowed head. “Please look at me, Miss Stephany,” he commanded kindly but firmly. “Money or dowry is not important, you are. And as far as education is concerned, I have observed that you will outshine most people I have known. What is important, however, is that you will be a good student, with me being the teacher, of course!” he jested, smiling warmly at her. “Social status will come in time and through marriage, as is usually the case. And as far as our ancestry or family tree is concerned, Father has removed so many twigs and branches years ago that our tree stands almost bare, held together only by its roots, which were doubtlessly planted with great care and high hopes in 1509.” He took a deep sigh. “So that's about it!” 
 
    Stephany was amazed and also moved, not only because of his complete honesty, but also by his sincere tone of voice. 
 
    “Personally, I am only troubled by the fact that you would be sharing your precious young years with me. If you'll marry me and if I am not repulsive to you and not too old and awkward for you. Those are the 'ifs' that are of greatest importance to me, since my greatest desire is to make us both very happy!” 
 
    Before she could comment, he continued, watching her expression. “All this was not anticipated.... not until I met you. It just happened, and thank God it did!” He kissed her hands, moving a bit closer towards her and then stroked her cheek lightly. Instinctively, she took his hand and held it very tightly to her face, whispering, “It happened to me also, Mr. Reinhardt!” 
 
    "Well then, I can consider myself the luckiest man alive and we can both set our doubts to rest, by announcing our official engagement today!” 
 
    “Today?” she cried, bewildered, her beautiful large eyes growing even wider. “Don't you want to think any further on this, Mr. Reinhardt?” And as an afterthought, “And what about your father?” 
 
    “Why, dearest Stephany, there is not anything worth thinking about but you! And as far as my father is concerned, he will be more than happy to welcome you with open arms. He already told me earlier today how pleased he would be to have such a beautiful daughter-in-law, if you and I could come to terms. Now let's go tell him, so he may share in our joy and bask in his glory to make all the necessary arrangements for the forthcoming wedding. With your permission, of course!” He moved to reassure a still perplexed Stephany, kissing her hands again and offering her his arm to return. 
 
    “But... what about the servants?” 
 
    “What about them?” he answered lightly. 
 
    “What will they be saying?” she muttered before entering. 
 
    “Aside from congratulating us? I dare any one of them to even look wrongly in your direction!” he said, his voice unmistakably pronouncing what would happen to any of them, should they even think about it. He put his arms protectively around her shoulders. “You are, as of now, my fiancée, the future Mrs. Reinhardt, until death do us part! And that is final!” 
 
    Again, she was too moved to answer. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Is my angel sleeping or just resting?” 
 
    “Neither, Otto! Just recalling your long, drawn-out marriage proposal of twenty years ago!” she giggled. 
 
    “A day of suspense can be an eternity and very torturous,” he said grimly, as if he still felt pain. 
 
    “I agree with all my heart, dearest. After all, I was the one who didn't know where you Reinhardts would place me.” 
 
    “The two wise men placed you right where you belonged and were most qualified for!” He smiled, embracing her. “You gave my father and me the very best years of our lives and will hopefully now continue to give them to me. I can never thank you often enough, my dear Stephany!” 
 
    “Whoever stated that the first sight of love is the last of wisdom, was wrong. Very wrong,” she mused quietly, still in his arms, not even realizing that their coach had stopped and the coachman had discreetly disappeared. 
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    “The King is dead, long live the King!” was the first thought of attorney Herbert Wiland when he shook hands with both arriving Reinhardts. Just as he had anticipated, everyone who was even remotely related to Albert came with their various spouses and offspring, filling the room with tense looking creatures, dressed in the most pitiful clothes they could find in hopes of gaining Otto's and Stephany's sympathy. They expected not only their “rightful” inheritance, but also a continuation of the comfortable lifestyles to which they had grown accustomed. 
 
    Herbert Wiland had been Albert Reinhardt's lawyer for more than thirty years, as had his father before him. Aside from being in their inner circle, he served and counseled the Reinhardts in all their business dealings as well as their private affairs with unfailing loyalty and fierce devotion. His two sons had graduated with honors from law school at the Sorbonne in Paris, which enabled them to become very renowned and had enlarged their father's law firm, now known as Herbert Wiland and Sons. Mark and Ulrich sat on either side of their father's oversized desk, being prepared for takeover in case of possible crucial events. 
 
    With Otto Reinhardt now as their most prominent client, all three lawyers treated him with the same courteous respect and sincerity, as they had his father. 
 
    The trio was presently carefully scrutinizing each and every individual relative. Now the elder decided to assume his position as attorney and slowly, and almost with reverence, opened the late Albert Reinhardt's last will and testament. “Hm!” he uttered with a slight smirk, which changed into an astounded marveling as he read the first lines to himself. 
 
    “This is truly a surprise!” he proclaimed, looking at the anxiously waiting Reinhardt relatives. “My late client's fortune has been divided into four equal parts with very few stipulations pending. Your son Karl is to receive the castle in Lindenfels with ample farm and forest lands to ensure the upkeep.” 
 
    “Father had it built especially for him thirteen years ago,” Otto answered firmly and loudly enough for all to hear, trying to hide his own calculation on the division of the four equal parts of Albert's amassed fortune. 
 
    “Everything else listed in the testament concerning the dividing up of the remainder of the estate, etcetera, etcetera, seems to lie entirely in your hands, Mr. Reinhardt. My guess is that the late Albert Reinhardt felt that with so much harmony and lack of greed from any side, it should be a rather easy task! Needless to say, your children must be of proper age to inherit any portion. Up to and until this time, you and your wife are the sole heirs.” He took a deep sigh, and looked at the relatives’ strained and grim faces, enjoying every moment of it. 
 
    “Just as Albert Reinhardt had predicted,” he thought to himself, and continued in a very nonchalant manner. “While it is not stated anywhere, my late client's wish has always been that you, Mr. Otto Reinhardt, continue to reside in your present abode. Aside from the choice location, the house also heats so well; a comfort he appreciated as age and rheumatism took their toll on him.” 
 
    Both Otto and Stephany nodded in agreement, while Rita whispered out of the side of her mouth behind her gloved hand, “That man has some nerve to call that palace a house!”  
 
    An observant Herbert Wiland smiled and continued casually. “Of course, there are also several apartment buildings, the income of which went to several different charities and orphanages. You may change all or part of these provisions, should you wish to do so.” 
 
    “Wouldn't dream of it!” Otto threw in. 
 
    The lawyer showed his pleasure, turning to the next page. “Doubtlessly, you are more informed than I, but the late Mr. Reinhardt stressed the point that all of his faithful servants should be looked after until their death, since almost all served him devotedly for a lifetime, some having even given up the option to marry, in order to stay with him.” 
 
    Stephany's thoughts went to Aunt Bertha, who was only one of the many. 
 
    “My father and I, as well as my dear wife, have always agreed on the absolute welfare of all our servants and employees.” 
 
    “Your reputation speaks for itself, of course. I just thought I should mention it for obvious reasons. Now, let us come to the last part of this rather simple and clearly stated testament, considering the magnitude of his fortune!” There was the lawyer’s special smirk again, watching curiously and in utter delight, the strained and worried faces of the rest of the Reinhardt relatives, as their fate and future was about to be decided. 
 
    “You may continue the present monthly payments of five hundred florins per family, aside from letting all of your cousins live rent-free at their current addresses. I would say—if I may—your late father was extremely generous, if one considers that the average family in Vienna never sees five hundred florins a year. Not considering the free lodging.” 
 
    Without giving Otto and Stephany a chance to make any further comments, the elusive Robert Eckerd, who had never made a sound at the funeral, jumped out of his chair and stormed, highly irritated, toward the lawyers. “Generous?” he shouted. “Our uncle? Surely you jest. You haven't even begun to mention part of his immense possessions!” 
 
    “For instance, Mr. Eckerd?” 
 
    “For instance, his extensive collection of priceless paintings, objects of art and antiques from all over the world, just to name a few. We also know of more banks, coal mines, as well as farms all over Austria, Bohemia, and Hungary. God only knows how much else he has stashed away!” he fumed. “I know of pearls, diamonds, rubies, and emeralds.” “Not forgetting all the gold taken from my family alone!” echoed his wife Rita, equally disgruntled. 
 
    “The paintings as well as everything else stay in their places. Nothing shall be removed unless, I repeat, unless Mr. or Mrs. Reinhardt decide or wish to do so. The jewelry will be divided among Otto Reinhardt's heirs, of course. My late client never was much interested in such trifling matters,” he remarked, knowing that each and every one of the relatives would have given their right arm for any one of those exquisite pieces. He took a deep breath again. “Which leads us to the coal mines, banks, and farms. These the late Mr. Reinhardt sold when he had his grandson's castle built. This was not a matter of needing money, but they had become time-consuming as well as a burden, traveling back and forth for the old gentleman, and were quite unprofitable!” 
 
    “I’ll bet!” Daniel replied loudly; his face reddened by fury. 
 
    “My late client never believed in wasting anything, whether it be time, money, or talent,” Mr. Wiland countered firmly with great satisfaction. “Thus, his wealth. And for all the other properties, regardless of their value or location, that also belongs to the four parts to be equally divided. Any more questions?” he asked sharply. 
 
    “Uncle Albert also had a large collection of rare coins. They should by now be of an immense value! I know this for a fact from my late mother!” Amanda cried, taking her turn, worrying about her inheritance slipping away. 
 
    "That too is part of the previously mentioned properties,” he snapped, irritated, observing the consequential uproar. “Forgive me, but I am almost at a loss for words. Why should a kind-hearted and most noble uncle owe so much to his nieces and nephews, some of you only by marriage? Why are you so very upset? Hasn't he provided for you long enough while he was alive?” 
 
    “Because we are feeling cheated, and rightly so!” Claudia screamed at the top of her lungs. “Our own dear mother, God rest her soul, was shortchanged through her entire life and treated in the most unfair way! The Reinhardt fortune was always left with the eldest son. In our case, Uncle Albert was not only the eldest, but the only son, arriving after the birth of three girls. So his sister, our poor neglected and forever overlooked mother, received nothing at all!” 
 
    “Nothing? You mean nothing at all?” the lawyer repeated, partially amused and partially in disbelief. “Just a moment, Mrs. Stradner,” he interrupted her ongoing tirade, appreciating Otto's and Stephany's serene composure, smiling at them. “My late father’s documents, as well as my own, of course, state that your poor neglected mother received not only the colossal amount of twenty thousand florins, but also inherited a fully furnished villa, including servants.  And let me add, these documents are extremely correct, as they were frequently challenged over the years that have passed. And all that had been paid for by your late grandfather, Mathias Reinhardt,” he prompted, feeling the gratification of his long-awaited triumph. His eyes fixed on each of the completely dumbfounded relatives, who were now awed and whispered and moaned amongst themselves. “I'll be only too glad to furnish the dates.” He smiled self-assuredly. “But, as in so many of my pending cases of unfortunate heirs, the money has slipped through their fingers in no time at all, and mostly with the help of their chosen mates, whose lives had been one perpetual party—until the money had run out and they had to start to sell. Yes, dear ladies, they had to sell everything! It was my late client's compassion that persuaded him to offer his three nieces, including their vain husbands, their present apartments, plus a most generous income. And you too live life to the highest, as if there is no tomorrow and without ever giving our dear Lord an honest day's work. That is really the true story and your downfall. Your idle, do-nothing attitude has left you forever depending on my late client's virtue and goodness of heart. And now you are here, asking for more!” he exclaimed, his disgust now clearly showing. Then, closing the testament, he looked over to the Reinhardts, awaiting some reaction. 
 
    Daniel, almost numb by the lawyer's disclosure, got up and sneered, “Are you trying to tell us, this is it?” 
 
    “No, Mr. Berger, that is not it. Mr. and Mrs. Reinhardt have forty-eight hours to make their decisions, after which it will be final,” he countered sternly, not leaving any doubt about time for an appeal. 
 
    “Then, my dear cousin Otto, we shall fight you with all we have!” Claudia snapped, deviously squinting her dark eyes. “We have all the necessary information now to do just that. This little enfant terrible you call your son—” She spewed venom, enraged. “And I refrain from calling him the name usually given to the likes of him, who are being picked up somewhere on a side street or a church!” 
 
    "Whatever or wherever!” interrupted Robert "It was disgusting just having to listen to Uncle Albert's bragging about his grandson, as if the world were revolving around him! While his own blood relatives, that is our three sons, have gone unnoticed and were pushed into the background! Just to imagine that a complete stranger may end up as the richest man in Vienna is against all our standards!” he scoffed cynically. 
 
    “You are even more vulgar than I had given you credit for!” the lawyer replied angry, taking a fast glimpse at the anguish on Otto and Stephany's faces, who were holding each other's hands tightly.  
 
    “Mr. and Mrs. Reinhardt, your cousin's remarks were not only hearsay and completely uncalled for, but also despicable and in the lowest form of expression I have had to witness in all my practicing years!” He rose slowly, helped gentlemanly by his two equally outraged sons, whose hearts went out to the still stricken Reinhardts. 
 
    The lawyer's anger grew even stronger as he walked slowly towards the relatives, staring at their embittered faces. “Considering that your late benefactor kept a bunch of useless parasites in comfort all these many years, one would at least hope for some gratitude and kind memories, if not consoling words for his grieving family.” He now observed a complete silence in the room. “Instead, you try to challenge the legality of Mr. and Mrs. Reinhardt's son, who is one of the four rightful heirs.” He continued grimly. “Well, I defy any one of you to give it a try!” He now addressed a most uncomfortable and shaken audience that felt their last hope of even a small inheritance dwindling away before their eyes. 
 
    “All that money, wasted on you!” he added with contempt, pouring even more fuel on the fire, as he watched Otto comforting his distressed wife.  
 
    He felt something was coming to a peak shortly, and his suspicion was soon confirmed when Otto requested forcefully, “Mr. Wiland, give them all one month to get out of my apartments and cut their allowances to the bare minimum. Let's say, as much as a poor neglected cousin and his family might be able to live on.” He smiled ironically. “And please, no exceptions whatsoever!” 
 
    “You'll pay for this!” screamed Robert, while the rest of the would-be challengers remained dumbstruck, partly because of Otto's spur of the moment decision, partly by Robert's outburst. 
 
    “Cut their allowances to nil and give them the minimum lawful time to get out of my properties,” Otto replied, again not showing any emotion. 
 
    “Any other wishes, Mr. Reinhardt?” 
 
    “No, none that I can think of.” 
 
    “Oh my God, what will become of us? Where will we go and how are we to survive?” Amanda cried in despair. 
 
    Stephany, who had so far not spoken during this nerve-wracking ordeal, answered in a tone which never had been heard from this soft-spoken woman. “Why, all you have to do is to find yourselves another rich uncle! There shouldn't be any shortage of relatives like Albert Reinhardt,” she chided. 
 
    “And as for the rest of you, I suggest a first-class lawyer, if possible, within the next twenty-four hours,” Mark Wiland suggested frankly, and not without humor, knowing that it would be a hopeless undertaking.  
 
    His father smiled proudly, as this was his son's first day in office, ignoring the departure of the families, who were now fiercely quarreling amongst themselves and blaming one another for their most pitiable future. 
 
    “As your dear late father would have said, this case is closed!” 
 
    “Closed indeed, Herbert. And, as always, irrevocable!” Otto retorted, gazing at his wife for approval of his harsh verdict. He realized that Stephany had to use all of her fortitude to intervene and was secretly proud of her. To justify his own actions, he now said, “If someone is good, I'll try to be better. If someone is contemptible, I'll try to be even worse! Not exactly the Reinhardt way, but for a day like today, it will do,” he mused. 
 
    “Considering the circumstances, there is no one I know of who could have been more restrained,” Herbert Wiland insisted, shaking hands with both of the Reinhardts, and promising a necessary meeting that should take place very soon. 
 
     It had always been a mutual understanding between Otto and Herbert that the present arrangements would have to change after his father's death. Both felt there were countless and certainly more deserving places in greater need of help. No one ever fully understood the bountiful provision-making for all these hostile and ungrateful relations, but whatever the purpose, it was clear that Albert had taken the reason for this into his grave, as he had never uttered one word other than to say, “Some things are at times better left unsaid!” For the late Albert Reinhardt, those three families had been just one more of the things he had accumulated in his lifetime, things that had to be taken care of and looked after. And to the best of his conscience and knowledge, he had done just that. 
 
    Otto offered the three lawyers a ride home, as they would have had a long walk home ahead of them. They accepted graciously, but asked, “And what will you do, Mr. Reinhardt?”  
 
    “We'll just spend some time in the nearest coffee house!” he answered with a grateful smile. 
 
      
 
    4 
 
    “Listen to me very carefully, before accusing me of any wrong-doings. All this may only be happening to our very best advantage. I have a great idea!” Robert urged excitedly, entering the parlor of his forlorn family where they all had assembled, being beside themselves with regret and in great anguish. 
 
    They all had anxiously awaited his return from visiting their own attorney and the news of its outcome, meanwhile cursing Otto's unjust decision and vowing bitter revenge. 
 
    Robert was not only their orator and thinker in the most difficult of situations, but also always very inventive and without any scruples in trying to secure their accustomed comfort. Up until this fateful afternoon at Mr. Wiland's office, he had always been successful to ensure that the ladies never had to lift their fine little fingers other than to point at the pastries they desired. Their husbands, in turn, used theirs to play cards or pull an occasional trigger in a duel, still always being accepted by the so-called upper-middle class of Vienna. 
 
    It was no secret, however, that only the Reinhardt name and money were the reason doors were opened for them to some of the festivities and gay soirees. And since no questions had ever been asked, answers were not required, because in high times, one only lived for the moment, thoroughly convinced that these good times would go on forever. 
 
    “You really did it to us this time, Robert! What now?” Robert's angry wife fired at him, still in tears. 
 
    “You have made us the laughing stock of Vienna!” Daniel reopened the tirade, highly incensed, seeing their social status dwindle away, which was the only thing of equal importance to money for them. 
 
    “If you will just all calm down and give me a chance to talk! Stop your wailing and whining, so I'll be able to explain. We are not going to stay in Vienna to be laughed at, and we are not going to beg the Reinhardts for any favors any longer. We are leaving for America as soon as possible!” he voiced wistfully. 
 
    “Now you have gone insane! Just how do you think we can do that?” Rita argued. “We haven't even enough money amongst us to take a coach to France or Italy!” 
 
    “Don't worry about that. After all, I also have relatives on my side of the family. Who needs the Reinhardts? I'll arrange everything!” he boasted in his usual manner. 
 
    “I am always quite skeptical about arrangements with relatives,” Amanda answered aloofly, but quickly remembered that so far, she had lived quite comfortably off one of her present relatives. 
 
    “You remember my cousins Adam and Laura Eckerd?” 
 
    All nodded, not saying a word. 
 
    “Well, they left for America eight years ago... almost penniless... and now they are rich beyond their wildest dreams! I've never received a letter in which I was not being asked to join them. But since it had never been necessary, I always wrote them very politely thanking them for the offer and left all options open, just in case!” He smiled slyly, obviously very pleased with himself as he continued. “Just a while ago, I mentioned this to our attorney who, by the way, laughed at the sheer idea of fighting the Reinhardts.” 
 
    “Of course he laughed! Our attorney and Herbert Wiland have been close friends for a long time,” Gustav stated through his clenched teeth. 
 
    “Anyhow,” continued Robert. “he has a brother, who has also left for America, with some type of an invention up his sleeve. Mind you, everyone in Vienna laughed and ridiculed him at the time. Now he has more money than he will ever need! Where do you think the money came from to enlarge his office? America! That's where!” he reassured them with a childlike gleaming face. 
 
    Now, the clan became more interested. Money was a commodity never to be discussed openly, but was, in their opinion, something no one could ever have enough of. 
 
    Robert became more relaxed, self-assuredly pouring everyone a glass of wine, passing out cigars and mints to his relatives, and nonchalantly suggesting, “Should we decide to leave for the new world, Claudia's necklace with the pear-shaped rubies will bring more than enough to pay for the journey and leave us enough money to live on.” 
 
    “And for how long will we be able to live on it?” Claudia asked resentfully, having had to part with all the other good jewelry, and now seeing the last remaining good piece of the sisters' inheritance leave her possession. 
 
    “I can find out,” he said, unconcerned. 
 
    “From where?” 
 
    “Our attorney, of course! He himself recommended that we sell it to the Reinhardts, knowing a Reinhardt would never go back on his word.” 
 
    “Don't ever mention their name in our presence again, and maybe I'll think about selling it! Just to get us out of this miserable state of affairs!” 
 
    A sigh of relief went through the room and Robert's fifteen-year old son grunted, “I, for one, will never go to a place called ‘the wild west’, with all those hazardous conditions and uncertainties there!” 
 
    “Then stay here! Find yourself some work and make a living for your mother, brothers and me!” his father snapped annoyed. 
 
    “Danger and risk will never disconcert me!” stated Gustav grandly—secretly hoping it would never come to that—when Robert, interrupted again. “Anything will be better than to stay here with nothing to live on and nothing to live for. Just imagine the reaction of all our friends! That alone makes it imperative for us to leave Vienna. We shall always find a way to make money. We speak French, play cards, ride horses. That's all Adam and Laura ever had done! Now they have about fifty to sixty negroes working for them, not even having to pay them a salary.” 
 
    “Don't be absurd!” argued Daniel. 
 
    “This shows again how little you know about America,” countered Robert. “As an owner of a huge plantation in Louisiana, Adam bought the slaves along with the acreage from a previous owner, and to top it off, became an auctioneer himself! That shouldn't be too much work, should it?” He looked sullenly at all of them. “Just imagine, us owning more land than the...you know who's!” He continued childishly, “Envision us returning rich and able to buy mansions in Lindenfels!” He laughed triumphantly. “We could really show them who we are!” 
 
    “Keep on spinning that dream, Robert! We are listening,” Gustav applauded. He was easygoing and always eager to appease any of his relations, providing there was no work involved. His wife Claudia was an egotist, pleasing only herself and known and feared by all as the greatest gossip in town, and always demanding. 
 
    “Us? In his Lindenfels? Now I am convinced you've gone mad! Until now, I had only suspected it,” Claudia said incredulously. 
 
    “Don't be so negative, sister!” Amanda ordered, already picturing herself on a plantation, enjoying an even better life than in Vienna. Fifty to sixty servants would suit her just fine, she thought. The more Robert kept on talking, the more he won them over to his way of thinking. The longer his outline of their bright future, the more captivated they became. 
 
    By midnight, they all hung on his every word, completely smitten with the idea; intoxicated beyond words, only hearing what they wanted to hear, not wanting to hear or anticipate failure or frustration. Robert had now become their high priest, all of them being the converts, a master with serfs, a general with his own troops, ready to win without fighting a battle or even a battle to fight. It was the power of persuasion in its finest hour. 
 
    The final and mutual agreement was that they could only gain by their adventure, as work was a vulgar word to them and connected only to ignorance, poverty, and low breeding, it was not even to be considered by them. 
 
    So what other solution was there, beside Robert's master plan? He had become their commander, whose sole task was to get them to the other side of the world and to secure a good life in their now adopted new country. And there were eight of them depending on him from start to finish. Not an easy and pleasant task for a man whose only occupation until two weeks ago had been to ask Uncle Albert for anything, anything at all, “within reason, dear Robert!” 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Once again, the Reinhardts were able to rejoice. 
 
    “Give them just enough money for a one-way ticket on any boat. Don't worry about the cost. Maybe a few extra Florins to buy horses and money to gamble with!” Otto chuckled, examining the beautiful pear-shaped Burmese ruby necklace, embellished by flawless diamonds on an exquisitely scalloped gold chain. Now the last priceless piece of jewelry his grandmother had left to her three daughters had finally come back to where it belonged. 
 
    Mr. Herbert Wiland, who always had been in contact with Robert's astute lawyer, had been paid quite handsomely in the years past to keep his eyes open for anything of value a Berger, Stradner, or Eckard had to offer. The real value of those rare and matchless pieces had never been known to them because the families were unwilling to have them evaluated by a qualified jeweler, fearing the disclosure of their monetary difficulties to others. 
 
    The Reinhardts were experiencing their first happy occasion since Albert's death. The departure of their troublesome relatives was near and Otto and Stephany were celebrating with a festive dinner. Otto ensured a swift execution of all formalities and had in fact offered three of his best equipped coaches to transport the families, who were thrilled to go and ready to stay with their newly found relatives in Louisiana, whom some of them scarcely remembered. 
 
    “With your talents to socialize and make friends, combined with an excellent knowledge of French, and being good horsemen, I can foresee only a well-deserved bed of roses ahead for all of you!” Dr. Wiland had related his conversation with the relatives to Otto. Thinking of the encouragement he had offered them, knowing how unprepared and naive they were about such a long and perilous journey, he almost was ashamed of himself. 
 
    Their visit to his office had been a most necessary evil, which had been prompted by Otto's insistence on the accuracy of all documentation of the transaction and the finality of it. They had also apologized for their frequent outbursts at the reading of Albert's testament, however adding once more, “We still feel defrauded!” 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “I can't help but think that Papa had arranged this day for us all along, right to the last detail. He knew very well what he was doing. Always giving them enough money to live very well and never in need to do an honest day's work, never seeing any appreciation for any of these values, he finally decided not to give them the slightest indication that one day it would come to an abrupt end! Now, they are really nothing. Alive only because their hearts are still beating.” 
 
    “Forever thinking only of themselves, Stephany!” Otto answered, fully agreeing with her sentiments.  
 
    “Then—” She paused. “they probably will slowly choke on their overindulgence, believing the whole world is responsible to provide for their livelihood.” 
 
    “And a very good life at that, so far!” the lawyer confirmed and went on. “From what I've been told and have read about this new continent, only the fittest and hardest working survive. Some flourish...some perish!”  
 
    “We shall see!” Stephany concluded smilingly. 
 
    “Let's drink to their ever so happy and prosperous lives!” Otto lifted his glass cheerfully. 
 
    “Without the Reinhardt's money?” Mr. Wiland said jestingly, raising his eyebrows. 
 
    “As my dear wife said, we shall see. Now that they will, hopefully, find their new relatives, one never knows!” he teased. 
 
    All three laughed, knowing that idleness and a pleasure-seeking attitude were not really the qualities needed by a new country in the making. And as for the newcomers’ relatives?? They would doubtlessly have been a combination of grateful immigrants and hard-working pioneers with a goal set for a prosperous future. It may be their greatest privilege to tell these drifters from Vienna where to go! All of them, and probably in no uncertain terms either. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Arriving at home, Otto went to his library and poured himself a glass of brandy, remembering his and his father's happy celebrations together of the first sighting of Stephany, the arrival of Karl, and the birth of Christina. 
 
    “This is in memory of you, my dearest Father, friend and mentor! Thanks for a wonderful life! I know you will continue to guide us from wherever you are, as I feel your presence, hear your footsteps, and can already feel the impact you have made, as well as the emptiness you are leaving with us.” He lifted his glass towards their last family portrait, smiling at his father's image lovingly, admiring his beautiful wife and both of their children. “You three are all I have left now,” he mumbled, returning to his desk to tackle the overload of accumulated work for the first time in his life without his father. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Stephany was also busy trying to sort out her thoughts of this past day, trying to write them down as usual in her neatly kept diary. So far, she had not been able to get past the date of May 5, 1828. She sat motionlessly at her writing table, her chin resting on her arm, watching the flickering of the candles, not really knowing yet where to begin. The previous pages were overflowing with so much that had happened in the past. Maybe the blank in her mind was caused by her utter exhaustion. All the many plans that lay ahead of them were not helping much to relax her either. The building of a hospital in Albert Reinhardt's name was only one of the projects at the top of their list, followed by the opening of several new orphanages, shelters for the homeless, soup-kitchens for the many hungry and hopeless. The many downtrodden, crippled, and the insane, but most of all the many children... her special project. Those poor unwanted children, whose hopelessness kept her awake so many nights. But to do what? No laws to protect them, while everyone kept on bringing them into the world, regardless of their own misery. It couldn't possibly be the wish of a loving God to see them suffer just to end up dying. Albert's words came to her mind, over and over again. 
 
    “Don't you think you should be in bed by now?” Aunt Bertha scolded. “You worry me keeping those late hours!” 
 
    “The plain truth is, there would be so much to write about, and I just don't feel like doing it,” Stephany replied calmly, shrugging off her aunt's reprimand. “But I cannot close my book with only a date written in it for today.” 
 
    “Then why don't you write the first thing that comes to mind and leave it at that.” 
 
    “Perhaps you are right,” she answered, consoling herself “I just thought of something very good, really appropriate!” 
 
    “Otto's relatives are leaving! Hurrah, hurrah, hurrah!” she scribbled quickly with an amused expression on her face. “Paper is something so wonderful and so patient!” She closed her book and kissed her aunt good night. Life for the real Mrs. Reinhardt had just begun. 
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    Ever since the frivolous Congress of 1815 in Vienna came to an end, Austria in general and Vienna in particular underwent a slow but steady change. And though it was necessary, it was also not merely by choice. The funds of the glorious Empire had once more been bled dry, as battles and defeats in the years of war had left their mark. No matter where Napoleon's troops set foot, the results were always the same — devastation. Countless dead and wounded, in addition to losing important territories. Adding to Austria's humiliation was the fact that it not only had lost Tyrol and Venetia, but its exercising power over many parts of Germany and Italy as well. 
 
    But Austria was Austria! Was and is. Whenever matters had to get better, because they couldn't get any worse, they would cling to their everlasting conviction that things were indeed desperate, but not at all serious, while its archenemy, Prussia, lived by its opposite: “Things are quite serious, but not at all desperate.” 
 
    Yet somehow this country with its multitude of nationalities and different opinions, managed to stay together. Maybe to spite them all, though most were wondering just how much longer the six hundred years of Habsburg rule and oppression against so many could last. 
 
    “Austria works continuously at its downfall and never ever succeeds!” Napoleon had remarked cynically, after he had offered his hand for peace several times and had been rebuked. With the war raging on, the Austrian Emperor sent his famous Prince Metternich to Paris. He was not only a courageous 'Daniel in a lion's den', but proved to be a highly skilled diplomat as well as a shrewd politician, frequently reminding his Emperor, “Even though your Majesty's outlined and recommended principles are something I shall try to live by, however, it seems the necessity for survival makes me break the laws.” When Napoleon wanted an heir and Austria needed fewer enemies, the Emperor gave his daughter to the powerful Corsican, who bore him the desired son, only to have them both return to Vienna, once he had been banned and exiled to St. Helena's. 
 
    The Vienna Congress was regarded, at least by most citizens, as the greatest farce and a perpetual ball, at which all diplomats were having the best time of their lives. Their limitless zest for amusement, entertaining themselves with countless love affairs and intrigues, was costing Austria quite a fortune in money, which in afterthought, had been the best investment the country had probably ever made. So far, it had not only secured a few decades of the well-deserved peace for itself, but through this, the new era of Biedermaier originated, with its cozy, homey, and playful times and decorum that was appreciated not only by the new generation. 
 
    Once more, Prince Metternich was being credited for his enormous contribution in establishing an Austria where the word gemütlichkeit befitted young and old alike, eagerly reaching out to become the password for years to come. Gone were the days where an officer encumbered with a chest full of medals represented an idol or hero. He had rather become a grim reminder of wars past, hunger, widowhood, orphans and sacrifice. A bouquet of flowers or a kiss on the hand from a well-mannered, cultured gentleman held positively more significance for the ladies, than did the most perfect salute. Neither did the beat of marching drums hold any glamour any longer, now replaced by concerts in the parks during the day and dancing by night. If marches were played now, it would be in fine harmony with polkas and waltzes from Lanner and Strauss, to which the less affluent Viennese could now take a stroll in the parks and enjoy the new light melodies. 
 
    The concerns of the burgher were now directed towards a house with a shop below, a little garden at the outskirts of the city, a solid family life, good friends, and a friendly and comfortable environment. Slowly but steadily, the little man was being accepted as a worthy human being, and the baker, butcher, blacksmith, and even the barbers and hairdressers were now able to enjoy good times of the Biedermaier era in its full bloom as it became a way of life and a late and well-deserved blessing to many who still could remember the cruel past. 
 
    The wealthier society still held house concerts, now playing and relishing Schubert's and Haydn's music, and were giving their traditional large banquets for their equals, but they also became gradually inspired by the happy whirls of the waltzes. One could frequently observe a Count or Baron having a pleasant chat with a doctor, pharmacist, or merchant, and not always pertaining only to business as in the past. 
 
    To the enchantment of many architects, the art of building also underwent a new phase. The intricate and complex works of rococo and baroque style as previously advocated by Maria Theresia or her Roman ancestors became less and less ornamental and also a little less filigreed or flamboyant. In other words, more playful and indescribably lovelier, reflecting these light and happy times. Homes for the new bourgeois and so-called middle class were built on the borders of the city, letting the city's ancient fortress walls stand, to keep out intruders at night. 
 
    There were, of course, still the masses of the homeless and downtrodden; the destitute families with their large brood of even poorer children, who barely ever saw the sunshine in the summer and somehow tried to survive the bitter cold winters. But for the very first time, there was a ray of hope that misery in its extreme may see the light at the end of that never-ending tunnel. 
 
    The changes, however, developed at a slow pace which was expected and welcome to the upper class, what with Austria's as well as many neighboring states’ and dukedoms’ easy and not at all hurried lifestyles. Joseph II, with his many progressive ideas for a rapid improvement, realized much too late his own mother's many warnings and finally died heartbroken in the staunch belief that all his underlings had failed. Yet, Vienna had infinite reason to be eternally grateful to him for the enrichment of all aspects of life and direction, be it medical, cultural, or social, so it called him the people’s friend! He would have loved to hear this tribute very much while still alive, as it was a salutation by the Austrians rarely paid to the Habsburgers. 
 
    The Reinhardts, as always, adapted themselves with ease and pleasure to everything that was new, fair, and progressive. They had grown into a tightly knit family, enjoying life to the fullest. 
 
    “Grandfather was a good teacher to all of us!” Christina, as she insisted to be called, was almost twenty-four, and Karl would jestingly be reminded that he had just recently passed the quarter of a century mark, which produced only a smile, a shrug, and a light “Oh well!” 
 
    With no marriage prospects in sight for both children, Otto and Stephany wondered and discussed at length the pros and cons of telling Karl that they had adopted him. As always, the night before the big disclosure, they changed their minds, leaving things the way they were, preferring their peaceful life. Christina had not inherited her mother's natural charm and beauty, but was a combination of a very attractive and wholesome young lady, with an air of elegance and intellect. Her oval, healthy, shining face, with very distinct dimpled cheeks—which she disliked—was framed by dark, curly hair that sometimes proved to be a hopeless task to arrange and wore thin the patience of her servant in her attempts to bring about a desired style. Her blue-green eyes were her best asset, as they sparkled as soon as something piqued her interest or if she had something important on her mind, or to articulate. She was known to be a better speaker than listener and was mostly involved in the Reinhardts’ charity affairs and art exhibits at the many different museums. Her lessons in music, history, and several foreign languages were still a daily routine and an expected task. She also kept herself busy redecorating her brother's castle in Lindenfels, applying all her skills and knowledge to the last detail of perfection. 
 
    Unlike Karl, Christina traveled with her parents at every given opportunity, always searching for new ideas and old treasures and trinkets. She claimed to be essentially necessary and desperately needed in one or the other palaces. Her many pets received her undivided love, which she justified, saying, “Not everyone is born to be married!” or “Karl's castle is like a child of mine!” which generally caused Otto and Stephany to shudder. 
 
    Although she had many acquaintances in her own social circle as well as her many interests, she called Louise Romberg her very best friend. She was the daughter of a pharmacist living nearby, with whom Christina could relax, exchange secrets, and be completely herself. They both loved the opera and the theater and learned from each other, discussing all and everything. The Rombergs, unlike many other families, never tried to exploit or take advantage of their close friendship with the Reinhardts. Christina had so far not attempted to introduce Louise to Karl, as he always displayed a habit of snubbing her friends, sometimes even to the point of embarrassment. He would usually give his sister the distinct feeling that he thought she brought them home only to match him up with one or the other. Louise had been engaged up to a year ago, when her fiancée had changed his mind, proposing to one of her more beautiful sisters. “If it hadn't been for Christina, I would have lost my will to live!” She had confided this to Stephany Reinhardt, who could never quite imagine the contribution made by her daughter in such a delicate and personal matter but was nevertheless extremely pleased by Louise's praise for Christina. They had frequently invited her to their regular social affairs, but had, after several polite and honest refusals, refrained from asking her again. They assumed she was bored at times with such gatherings and probably also considered it out of her class, or like Karl would mostly proclaim, “Looks like a marriage market to me!” 
 
    In contrast to his predictable sister, Karl portrayed himself differently. Even though tall, blonde, and very good-looking, he was known to his family only as warmhearted, witty, and lovable. “Our same sweet boy always!”  
 
    To his few select friends, he was average in looks, polished, and direct. He, like all of them, was an excellent horseman. “At times a bit snobbish!” as some would tease. To the many lady-friends, he was handsome, well built, with a rough charm, but also a bit frosty, arrogant, indifferent, and at times rather sarcastic. They thought him a hopeless case, leading to nowhere, which showed in their eyes. 
 
    To the many employees of the household, he was living up to the Reinhardt motto: 'To be noble, compassionate, and brave!' and was a “chip off the old block.” To his professors in Vienna, he was “a genius, equaled by only a few, yet so humble and always eager to learn!” 
 
    Once, Christina had asked him jokingly: “How would you describe yourself, Karl?” 
 
    “A man completely immune to criticism!” he had answered, joking back, and adding, “No one is as good as they would like you to believe... and no one is as bad either.” 
 
    “Is this grandfather speaking?” 
 
    “Right!” 
 
    Otto, at almost sixty-seven, was a distinguished looking gentleman, his hair quite gray, but still working, never tiring, and enjoying every moment of it, as he still had his old passion for the belief that Vienna was in need of him. His beloved, beautiful Stephany, who had yet to get her first silver hair, had just been informed by her two children that a big birthday celebration was going to be held in her honor as fifty was, after all, a very special occasion to celebrate. Vienna had once more a great party to look forward to and it was something no one intended to miss. 
 
    Aunt Bertha was still around, spending her time mostly knitting and crocheting, since Christina's hand-stitched dowry seemed to be on a permanent hold, and although she was seventy years old, she saw no reason to retire yet. Life had been very good to her and the Reinhardts in turn made it even better. Their name was still held in very high esteem everywhere and always connected to hard work and good deeds as well as modesty, rather than their ever-growing wealth. Nothing had ever interfered with their giving nature, and charity was still on their highest agenda. 
 
    Even the new generation of dedicated servants and employees continued with Mrs. Fischer's instilled theory that to be called a Reinhardt was something special and to be proud of. One was expected to be clean, act properly at all times, and never be negligent towards anyone in need. Religion and politics were, for obvious reasons, not discussed, but the practice of it left to everyone's preference. Health and a certain amount of rest was important also, and nothing escaped Stephany's or Christina's eyes, who had, after all, been carefully trained to be a Reinhardt. 
 
    America was being frequently discussed in the Reinhardt household, not on account of Otto's long-lost relatives, but rather its intriguing evolution, its courageous immigrants, and their brave endurance under the most primitive conditions. It had become impossible for friends to get in touch with any of the Reinhardt relatives. Not even their lawyer's inquiry and investigation had been fruitful, other than receiving a very puzzling letter from Adam and Laura, stating that after two years of waiting for the arrival of their relatives from Austria, they were now moving on to California. 
 
    Otto shrugged, unconcerned. “Maybe they are doing well, after all, if they did not need to get in touch with their family.” He never gave any indication that he cared, while Stephany always felt that if they were in need, they would be in touch. 
 
    Mr. Wiland had put the case file of the Bergers, Stradners, and Eckerds to rest in 1830, since it didn't matter to anyone any longer. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    It was the end of February and Otto, who so far, along with his wife and children, had enjoyed good health, started to have a few bouts with rheumatism. “Papa left me this also along with all the good things,” he would joke, and like his father had tried to mostly live with it. The weather, a combination of snow and cold winds, didn't help to improve his condition. It was a Saturday night, and with all the pharmacies closed on Sundays, he was thinking in desperation what to do about the pain for the next two nights, angry with himself for being so careless in not getting his medicines replenished in time. 
 
    On these trying nights, Stephany would sit close to him and hold his hand, while he would read Greek mythology to her. Seeing him in pain, she suggested sending Christina to the Romberg pharmacy. 
 
    “On a Saturday night?” 
 
    “Of course, Papa! Mr. Romberg will be more than happy to fill your prescription or give you something to make the pain go away. Besides, the Rombergs have to stay open late. Many people come to him at night to have their teeth extracted!” Christina assured him. 
 
    “You don't say!” 
 
    “Yes, Papa. If they have problems, they get cleaned up and dressed in their Sunday best and visit their doctor and pharmacist!” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” 
 
    “Yes, they usually take a drink of alcohol before a visit to Romberg, to get a bit more courage. Our own Heinrich said it hurts less with a swallow of rum in him!” 
 
    Otto laughed, grimacing painfully, as Christina continued. “I would never knowingly let you endure pain for a minute, if I can help, just because it's a weekend.  
 
    He smiled, relieved. “Take along a servant. Maybe Heinrich. He seems to know his way around Vienna.” 
 
    “I better not, Papa! The Rombergs always ask me to stay for a while to enjoy their good cakes and listen to their newest compositions.” 
 
    “Why don't you ask Karl, then, to accompany you? He has not left the house in the past several days except for his morning rides,” Stephany muttered a little resentfully. 
 
    “Any idea why, Dearest?” Otto asked concerned. 
 
    “Sitting up there, drawing up plans for new buildings, as always. It's like an obsession with him, I believe!” 
 
    “Well then! It's high time for him to get out a bit. Make a point of it that he goes with you, Christina.” 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “To a pharmacy on a Saturday night? You must be out of your mind, sister!” he snapped indignantly, not wanting to be disturbed at what he was doing. “It's against all my principles to bother anyone!” 
 
    “Karl, Papa needs his medicine. Besides, you have no idea how the other half of Vienna lives!” she protested. “They're happy for anything they can make their living with. The Rombergs just sold another of their horses to pay the bills for their two sons’ education, as their twins will be studying to also become pharmacists. They are not only glad, but thrilled, for every Kreutzer they can get. And think of poor Papa's unbearable pain!” she pleaded, not giving an option any longer. 
 
    “We have dozens of servants who can do these chores,” he grumbled. “But if it is this important, let's go. I shall, however, wait outside,” he added firmly. 
 
    “Now Karl, the Rombergs are extremely kind and cultured people, even if they are not nearly as well off as our family. But then, there are few families as extremely fortunate as the Reinhardts,” she apologized on behalf of her friend's parents, as they walked out on the street. Both parents had insisted they walk in order to get some fresh air and exercise. “Did you know that Mrs. Romberg has been ill as long as I've known her! The poor lady can hardly get around any longer,” she continued. 
 
    “Rheumatism, like Papa?”  
 
    “No,” she said with a sigh. “much worse.” Her bones are deteriorating, and she has a long history of heart trouble.” 
 
    “Oh, that is really bad. I'm sorry to hear that. That’s another reason why I shall wait outside,” he declared. 
 
    “Please Karl, they would be offended! You are not snobbish, are you? You don't want them to believe you are too proud to go into their old place.” 
 
    “All right, you win!” he conceded. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    The pharmacist and Karl shook hands firmly. 
 
    “I am so glad to finally get to meet Christina's brother!” Pharmacist Romberg smiled sincerely, retreating to the back of his counter. 
 
    “Would you tell me what you think of him, now that you've met him?” Karl joked, feeling at ease immediately. 
 
    Entering through a side door they came into a parlor, which to Karl's surprise was well decorated with a mixture of old sofas and comfortable chairs, marble-topped tables and odds and ends of different periods. “Nothing of great value but arranged in rather good taste!” he thought to himself. He also loved the sound of a piano, accompanying a man's baritone voice, practicing a song from Schubert. There was also a delicious smell coming from the kitchen, indicating that some cakes and strudels were still in the making, assuring him that he and Christina were not interrupting the Romberg's quiet evening. 
 
    Mr. Romberg, who had followed them into the parlor, nodded to a nearby chair in invitation. “Please take a seat, Mr. Reinhardt. I'll be back in a minute.”  
 
    “Please don't rush yourself because of me. Time is really all I have tonight,” Karl affirmed, taking a seat. “Where in the world has my sister gone?” he wondered, when she suddenly reappeared munching on a piece of pastry and offering him some also. 
 
    “Excuse me, Karl. I had to give Mama Romberg a hug or she would have been offended!”  
 
    He shook his head in wonderment, seeing this side of Christina, whom he would never have expected to be so affectionate and considerate towards strangers, to think that she called her Mama. Just then, Mrs. Romberg entered the room with the help of a cane.  
 
    “So, you are Christina's brother!” She repeated her husband’s earlier phrasing. “We’ve been hoping to meet you for quite a few years now. You know, she is my fourth daughter.” She smiled, embracing Christina fondly.  
 
    “There are so few opportunities to meet or see anyone,” he answered cordially. “I already regret being unable to come to your home sooner!” 
 
    “Just for being so kind, you will have to stay for coffee and apple strudel.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Romberg, I'd be delighted!” he assured her, and she was at once convinced of his sincerity. 
 
    A loud scream coming from a nearby room, interrupted their conversation, for a second, but since no one was paying any attention, he also ignored it and held back his curiosity. 
 
    “Christina tells me that you are not in the best of health?” 
 
    “Best of health?” She smiled gratefully at his concern. “I would say twenty years of bad health would be more accurate!” 
 
    He looked at her sympathetically. 
 
    “Given no choice in the matter, one learns to live with many things, good or bad, including pain,” she replied humbly. 
 
    “I was hoping the scream did not scare you away, Mr. Reinhardt,” the returning pharmacist said courteously. “I had given the patient some medicine before, but it is evident to me now that alcohol has more numbing affects at times. The poor man is still shaking!” 
 
    “Is this unusual?” 
 
    “No, Mr. Reinhardt, just a regular Saturday night. Some patients smile, holding on tightly to the chair. And some faint before I even get my tools together!” 
 
    “Excuse me for interrupting,” a soft voice came from a slightly opened door. “Mr. Holzinger has fainted.” She was gone before Karl had a chance to see who the beautiful voice belonged to. 
 
    “Seen it coming,” the pharmacist said, rushing towards the door. 
 
    “Can I be of any help?” 
 
    “No, thank you, Mr. Reinhardt. Louise and my husband can handle it, they are such experts at this!” Mrs. Romberg replied for her husband, who had already disappeared. “Of course,” she continued. “there are times when more than one person faints. Then it does become a family affair, our other daughters doing their part also.” 
 
    Karl noticed that Christine had run right after Mr. Romberg, “But as their fourth daughter,” he mused, smiling. “one might expect that!” 
 
    “You are amused?” 
 
    “I've just smiled because of my sister's esprit. I've never noticed this side of her!” 
 
    “Oh, good Lord! This young lady must have been put in this world to help anyone that is in need.” 
 
    “Hmm!” He smirked slightly in surprise, completely forgetting her involvement in all her charity work. 
 
    “Don't give up, Mr. Reinhardt. I just took care of my last patient for the night. Your father's medicine will be ready in a few minutes!” the pharmacist apologized, reentering the parlor. 
 
    “Mr. Reinhardt promised to stay for coffee,” his wife retorted quickly, the idea clearly pleasing to her. 
 
    “How nice of you! In the meantime, may I show you my little sanctuary until the ladies are ready to serve us something delicious?” 
 
    “By all means!” 
 
    The patient was still stretched out on a couch; the girl, whose voice he apparently had heard, her back to him, and his sister kneeling on the other side of it. Louise was holding a bottle under the patient's nose, while Christina, trying to give him some fresh air, was waving a piece of cardboard above him. 
 
    “Is this a normal occurrence too?” he inquired with a grin, looking at the girls.  
 
    The pharmacist explained in a subdued voice the latest developments in research and science, being not only aware, but also grateful for the Reinhardts’ involvement in it. Their conversation spanned from heart to lungs and liver to kidneys. They discussed the city's unsanitary conditions and also his wife's bone disease and Otto's painful rheumatism, when finally Mrs. Romberg announced that the table was set and ready to serve up their coffee and cake. 
 
    The patient was opening his eyes now, slowly turning them up towards the ceiling, causing the girls to laugh. “Would you like a strong cup of coffee, Mr. Holzinger?” He looked somewhat dazed and grunted. “Must have fainted again. So sorry, Mr. Romberg!” 
 
    “It's quite all right,” Romberg answered sympathetically. “If I should ever have to have a tooth extraction, I might do the same!” 
 
    Holzinger put his money on the desk and left, still a bit shaky. “I could swear that was Mr. Reinhardt talking and laughing, but after such a spell, one probably sees ghosts,” he mumbled. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Karl, this is my dearest and closest friend, Louise,” Christina announced in a rather formal tone of voice. 
 
    He stood and turned around slowly, looked at her and nodded with a warm smile, taking her extended hand, suddenly feeling a pleasant quiver going through his body. It was something he had never felt at previous introductions to any of the ladies. 
 
    “I am Christina's brother,” he joked, repeating her parents’ comments at his first encounter with them. 
 
    “I am glad to meet you, finally!” she said sweetly, already sorry to have added the 'finally'. 
 
    Her other two sisters, Anne and Elisabeth were already seated at the large table together with their gentlemen friends, including Baron Altmann, Louise's former fiancée, and a Bohemian-looking baritone, Bruno Kraus, a stage-struck student of the fine arts, who was so far being supported by his rich but dismayed parents. 
 
    Karl was being referred to as Christina's long-lost brother, and was not only enjoying the variety of superb pastries, but also the easygoing manner and conversation. He was, for once, thoroughly convinced of his being accepted for himself, not as Karl Reinhardt, a visitor from Vienna's upper class. 
 
    He confided to himself that in all honesty, he had never had a better time with anyone anywhere. He glanced at Louise at every given opportunity and found that she was becoming ever lovelier as time went on. It was clear to him now that Christina was right when she had said he didn't know how the other half of Vienna lived. It was a lesson that no university or professor could have taught him. 
 
    Eventually, the conversation turned to music and the upcoming Mozart opera. Bruno Kraus commented on ‘The Magic Flute’ since this was his first chance to have the part to sing the 'Papageno'. The four girls agreed to not miss this opportunity, when Mrs. Romberg emphasized that Mozart was Mozart, but if Bruno would ever sing Schubert, she and her husband would certainly be there to hear him. 
 
    Christina, who had had plenty of experience in witnessing their arguments about their preferences concerning music and operas, decided that the time had come to leave, but not before extending personal invitations to her mother's upcoming birthday party. “Now that you've met my elusive brother, it shouldn't be too difficult to come to a nice evening at our house, dancing included,” she said with a wink. 
 
    The Rombergs promised to think on it, “health permitting.” They were, however, primarily worried about the proper attire for such an occasion. Anne and Elisabeth jumped with joy, their boyfriends also accepting, grateful to be included, which left Louise in a pensive mood, looking a bit hesitant. “I'll think about it,” she said noncommittally, adding, “There is still plenty of time to do just that.” 
 
    “Don't forget your father's medicine,” Mr. Romberg reminded them. “It is, after all, what brought you here.” 
 
    “I wonder!” Karl responded with a smile and waved good-bye, leaving the money on the table. 
 
    “What a likable, down-to-earth fellow!” Mrs. Romberg acknowledged. 
 
    “Not a bit different from his parents or Christina,” agreed Louise. “Only quite a bit older looking for his age!” 
 
    “Let's call it mature,” Anne stated in his defense. 
 
    “I would call him very wise, for someone that young!” Therese corrected, not wanting to add any more compliments. 
 
    “And I call it a long day. So good night all!” the pharmacist concluded, helping his wife to reach their bedroom. 
 
    Altmann and Kraus were conspicuously quiet, each in deep thought, wondering what life would or could be like, being a Reinhardt. Baron Altmann reflected that he would throw away his uniform in a hurry, since it only brought him a meager salary and a sloppy salute here and there. Bruno Kraus, on the other hand, assured himself that even with all the advantages of a Reinhardt, he was not willing to let go of his desired career and would still continue to sing, as the sound of applause and the opera were truly what he lived for. 
 
    Louise closed her book of poems by Goethe, pledging to herself that she would read more of him, as she really enjoyed and understood his works better than she did Schiller's. She waited for her sisters to say something more, but nothing was added. Both sisters’ thoughts were in the clouds fantasizing. “If... If... If ever!” and they left it at that, before entering their bedrooms. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Good Lord, Karl!” 
 
    “Yes? That's my name.” 
 
    “All jesting aside, dear brother—you were so charming and pleasant tonight. I am really quite proud of you!” Christina praised like a mother who had been worried about her child's behavior on a special visit. “It just meant so much to me for you to like the Rombergs, since I've spent so many evenings with them. I call it my “Biedermaier-Time” at the Romberg cafe or pharmacy. I surely wouldn't want to trade it for anything in the world!” 
 
    “Now you are indebted to me,” he teased her, she linked her arm into his, as it was dark, cold, and slippery. “If one is so welcome there, I am wondering now why I've never met any of the Rombergs before.” 
 
    “Very simply answered! They have not only one, but three beautiful daughters. Anne is the most striking of them all, don't you think?” 
 
    “That is about the poorest excuse I've ever heard!” 
 
    “Well, think about it. To me it isn't. The way you behaved at times! And got away with it, I might add. I certainly didn't want my best friends to be exposed to that. I would have died of shame!” 
 
    “Many of the so-called ladies ask for that type of treatment. And before you decide to die of shame, why don't you tell me about the exception to the rule,” he suggested speculatively, not giving any hint that he was actually interested to hear about Louise. 
 
    “There's really not much to tell about the Rombergs other than that their twin sons are graduating this summer as pharmacists and have positions waiting for them already. Therese is the eldest. I would say about twenty-five and has been engaged to Bruno for nearly two years! They have to wait to get married until he’s able to support her on his own, as the silk merchant Kraus doesn't care much for the Rombergs.” 
 
    “Why wouldn't he? Pharmacy is a perfectly respectable profession.” 
 
    “It's money, of course. Money—the age-old evil. The same holds true for Baron Altmann. The old baroness is a widow, with a small pension, and I understand he has to help her out financially. And this may sound very strange considering that their sons are welcome at the Rombergs’ whenever it suits them, but neither of the girls has ever been invited, not at the Kraus's nor the Altmann's home!” 
 
    “Well, I don't know anything about Bruno Kraus, though he seems a likable chap. But the Baron— there is something very peculiar about him. I haven't quite figured him out yet. Just can't put my finger on it!”  
 
    “Funny that you have the same odd feelings about him! I might be prejudiced because for two years he was engaged to Louise and then told her one day, out of the clear blue sky, he couldn't go on pretending and that he had fallen in love with her sister! Can you comprehend that?” 
 
    “Had she never suspected anything?” 
 
    “No one ever did! Not even I. The poor thing was so devastated that she thought about entering a convent! Of course, I did my very best to talk her out of it, and finally convinced her that it may just be fate in her favor,” she declared with pride. 
 
    Since he couldn't yet tell her that he is now the one indebted to her, he said casually, “One would never have guessed, the way they behaved toward one another.” 
 
    “Everyone is expected to always behave respectfully at the Rombergs’. They were glad that he had been honest about his change of mind, or heart, before the wedding and did not interfere. Except for the brothers, who had joked and asked him whether he might have Therese on his mind! Poor dear Rombergs. At the rate those girls are going, they may never leave their nest! But then again, I’m hardly one to talk. It's just not easy these days to find the right partner,” she sighed. 
 
    “Quite true!” he agreed, laughingly entering the palace. 
 
    “How did you manage to keep Karl there this long?” Stephany smiled at them, leaving the library with a stack of books. 
 
    “We had a grand time!” Karl stated without hesitation. 
 
    “The Rombergs might have acquired a new visitor to their Biedermaier-time.” Christina beamed in delight. 
 
    “Which wouldn't surprise me at all. They are truly the kindest family we have ever known. Father will be so glad to hear about it!” 
 
    “How is Papa doing?” both asked simultaneously. 
 
    “He fell asleep with Romberg's miracle tea. You did bring more of the medicine, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, we have it, but there might just be something to Romberg's art in mixing these little potions. He certainly earned my respect! He is so knowledgeable on science and medicine!” Karl remarked with candor, before ascending the stairs, thanking Christina for the pleasant evening. 
 
    “The pleasure was all mine!” She smiled, relieved, thinking that in the following weeks, she would have had to introduce him to Louise, regardless of his or her wish to do so or not, and she was glad to have cleared this hurdle without having to worry about his often sarcastic conduct or whatever he would come up with when meeting one of her girlfriends, since they were having their portraits painted, and Louise had offered to stand in for her on those long motionless sittings, staring always in one direction. She as well as Karl really hated this chore, especially when there were so many other things to be taken care of for the upcoming birthday party, the painting of her and Karl being only one of many surprises for their mother. 
 
    The harder Karl tried to go to sleep and put his enjoyable evening to rest, the less he was able to. Since he was wide awake, he thought that he might just as well get up and either read or draw for a while. Or maybe this would be a good time to take stock of his life. He decided on the latter. Unlike his father, who had had his first sexual encounter with his wife Stephany on their wedding night, Karl had, unknown to anyone, brought behind him a few torrid love affairs with married women. The affairs had usually ended as fast as they had started, without any regrets on either part. All concerned had always considered this a perfect arrangement, as no one was ever to elaborate on such short-lived liaisons, not wanting to bring about any scandals, aside from the consequences that these hot but short affairs might bring forth. 
 
    He had, so far, not taken any interest in any of the ladies within his or his parents’ social circle, knowing of his own quick inflammability for another temporary infatuation, which left some of his female friends and acquaintances with false hopes and possibly vindictive rumors following. 
 
    His father's early warnings that he might be considered a good catch by any means, especially by social climbers and fortune seekers, as well as the honest advice that while one should marry for love only, one also should also use the mind to the fullest in making such a far-reaching decision as marriage, since a body alone is hardly a guarantee for a life-long happiness. “Your dear mother and I are of one mind and body.” 
 
    “And I shall be just as selective, Papa. I certainly wouldn't want to be unhappy for a lifetime, so I'll just wait until the right one comes along. I want you to know this!” he had assured his father. 
 
    This promise had strengthened Otto in his belief that his son would take his time, and observe and pay attention to single, engaged, or married friends, while also not experiencing any grave disappointments and wait in making his choice until absolutely sure he could keep such a commitment to the lady of his liking, until death do them part. 
 
    While his mother fully supported her husband's wise advice, she also had cautioned him and had made a few suggestions of her own. “Try to find a wife who is not only a lady for all occasions, but also someone that will be willing to share your many interests and can also be a friend whom you can always count on and be comfortable with. You know, of course, that in our social position, we must see that she is a confidante, one that can be entrusted with everything that is important to all of us. In other words, dear Karl, a Reinhardt woman has to be a very special lady or it won't work.” 
 
    “Well said, dear Mama! All I now have to do is to find another you!” he had mused. 
 
    She had ignored his flattery with a modest smile and added, “I hope Papa and I have set good examples for both of you children. And I believe we have!” 
 
    “Oh yes, you have, but this is why it is so hard to find someone for poor Christina and me. We are probably subconsciously looking for another mother or father, and there just aren't any like you around!” 
 
    “Like Papa said, take your time and keep on looking.” 
 
    It seemed to him as if it had been just yesterday that this conversation had taken place, yet it had been so long ago. 
 
    At the moment, Karl felt an obligation to himself as well as the object of his desire, to determine if it was his season for a brief fling again or if in fact real love had caught up with him in the person of Louise, whose large, soft brown eyes reminded him of a graceful doe. “It was a sobering thought, but one worth thinking about,” he reflected, before he finally fell asleep. 
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    If Moses hadn’t brought down the commandment for a day of rest each week, the Reinhardts, with their foresight, would have invented one. It was of extreme importance to each of them to have one day to themselves to do as they pleased. They also required their servants only to do the absolute necessary minimum of chores, unless unforeseen circumstances would force them to help out occasionally in a bad weather situation at harvest time. 
 
    It was not unusual that one or the other of the Reinhardts skipped the Sunday breakfast, all of them congregating at dinnertime. The same held true for morning sermons, since another was usually held in the evenings. They mostly refrained from doing anything that did not require immediate attention and could wait until Monday. However, as always, there are those proverbial exceptions to the rule, and Christina had no choice but to conform to this exception, since their favorite painter would only be able to come to Lindenfels on Sundays. Karl also needed, therefore, a stand-in for the next two weeks, as he had to attend an annual seminar at the Melk monastery, west of Vienna. Christina had been sure that he had taken care of it, since they had frequently discussed it. She was, however, not the type to take any chances and she had left a reminder with his valet who was now patiently sitting outside Karl's bedroom, waiting to finally be called in. It was, after all, Sunday and his day of rest as well. 
 
    Otto and Stephany had just finished their dinner when Karl entered, cheerful as usual. “Glad to see you up and well again, Papa! Good morning, or rather good afternoon, Mother dear! I will only have coffee with you, as I am invited for dinner at Auersbachs.” 
 
    “Great, son! Is he traveling with you again this time?” 
 
    “Yes. We will even take their horse and carriage for a change.” 
 
    “That's good to hear,” they both answered, glad that he had a companion for the rather tedious ride. 
 
    “Mother tells me you had a very nice evening with the Rombergs.” 
 
    “Delightfully good time, really! They are quite different from any family I've met so far.” He was glad his father had brought up the subject. This would give him the perfect opening to casually pry a little further, especially since he had had a long wakeful night with Louise's face right in front of him. He sought desperately to find a way to hear more about her without appearing too eager and possibly creating any queries. 
 
    “I feel extremely sorry for Mrs. Romberg and her bad health. Although she seems to be in such good spirits!” He kept the conversation flowing. 
 
    “It's their strength and virtue. No one can get this family down. Right, Otto?” 
 
    “Absolutely!” 
 
    “She was one of the great beauties in Vienna,” his mother added. 
 
    “Watch what you are saying! No one surpasses my wife!” Otto scolded her laughingly. 
 
    “Seriously, her three daughters are almost exact replicas of her! Their jet-black curly hair, brown eyes, and almost sculptured faces are very unusual. A young man like you must have noticed that much, yes?” she asked Karl, amused. 
 
    “One cannot help but notice, Mother.” 
 
    “Don't be caught in a trap, son. Women have a certain way of doing that to us!” Otto advised, not really serious. 
 
    “Christina will assure you that their sons are equally handsome.”  
 
    “Oh. Anything in the air I should know about?” Karl asked lightly. 
 
    “Oh no! Max Romberg told her in no uncertain terms that it would take a man's total salary to be able to take care of her daily expenses.” 
 
    “That is really down to earth honesty. Pride as well as decency! Their offspring seem to be made of the same mold,” Otto conceded, satisfied.  
 
    “I always wished there was something I could do for Romberg. It's not that we haven't tried or offered!” Otto mused 
 
    “Our Christina keeps all the girls well dressed. I don't know how she manages it without offending them,” Stephany answered proudly.  
 
    “She invited the whole family to your birthday party.” 
 
    “Well, let me guess, Karl. The parents declined because of health reasons, Therese and Anne and their beaus accepted, and Louise is going to think it over...and as always, will not come at all. It's just like Papa said, it's not for lack of trying or offering. They even decline to come to a simple party, Louise not being comfortable any longer in meeting a lot of people and anywhere outside her own home except with Christina.” 
 
    “Keeps calling our home an art gallery or mausoleum,” Otto concluded, jesting again and excusing himself to take a little more of his medicine. 
 
    “It's not all that bad. She has her own little Biedermaier room in Lindenfels. Brought every piece of furniture to Christina's wing!”  
 
    “Right here?” Karl's face tensed in surprise. 
 
    “Oh yes, it's been years now. We never thought anyone would mind.” 
 
    “Why would anyone mind? Christina has forty rooms all to herself! We hardly ever see each other unless there is a particular reason, or a party.” 
 
    “Christina has developed into a mother hen, as far as Louise is concerned. Very protective of her. And, I might add, afraid of you hurting her feelings, which might spoil their friendship.” 
 
    “Oh yes. I must have made a bad name for myself in Christina's eyes. She had already condemned and censured me for bad behavior.” 
 
    “That was before you met the Rombergs?"  
 
    “I guess so! Afterwards, she glowed with pride and probably said a prayer or two. Who knows? One will never be able to figure out women.” 
 
    “And has she changed her mind about you now? After you met them? Well, at least this constant hide and seek game has come to an end now,” Stephany said, relieved, sighing and kissing Karl on his forehead, before wishing him a pleasant evening. 
 
    “Give the Auersbachs our regards,” she said sedately, and returned to Otto's study, where both would spend a quiet afternoon reading until dinner was announced. 
 
    Karl sat there for a few more minutes. He knew his shortcomings only too well, but also that he could only gain by the effort of promising himself to work hard on mending his poor attitude towards young ladies in general and be exceptionally well behaved towards a very special one, should fate offer him a chance. 
 
    The journey by coach to Melk's famous monastery and the return to Vienna was rather uneventful, except for his usual joy to be able to admire the architectural splendor that always left him with deep reverence for the artisans. The forever-praying monks were also something to ponder, he never really having been able to resolve whether or not they should be envied or pitied. “Envied, I would say!” George replied to Karl's abrupt question. “They know their calling and seem to be quite content doing God's work.” 
 
    Karl just shrugged, not answering, certain his goal was quite a different one. A daily given ritual and predictable contentment through prayer, if he had a choice in the matter, but prayers alone? “What good is it for anyone, unless one can aid others along with it the best way one knows how?” 
 
    His parents were happy to see him back, telling him, among other little tidbits of news, how excited and busy his sister and her friends were in trying their utmost to make it the party of the year in Vienna.  
 
    “By investing that much effort, they may just succeed!” He smiled and asked on impulse, “Is Christina still in Lindenfels?”  
 
    “They have buzzed back and forth, just like little bees! She and Louise left this morning again, planning to stay there until Sunday evening. By the way, she asked to tell you that she must talk to you. Quite important, I suppose. At least, that is the impression I got. And here is a note to you,” his father responded. 
 
    Karl opened it and began to read. 
 
    “Brother, dear! Welcome back. You must try to find another friend for the last sitting session. Maybe Auersbach or Becker, as my stand-in is not pleased with the present arrangement. (Sebastian Hofmann is snobbish and boring, to be completely truthful!)  
 
    Love,  
 
    Christina 
 
      
 
    “Who is her stand-in?” Karl inquired casually of his father, far enough away from Stephany, so as she would not hear. 
 
    “As if you couldn't guess. Louise Romberg, naturally! They are both the same height and have almost the same proportions. I believe Hofmann was a bit too short to stand in for you. The painter had pointed this out and has promised to make the necessary adjustments. I suppose he is used to that sort of thing. It's good to know, but better see for yourself.” 
 
    “To be sure!” Karl answered, whispering, as his mother reentered the room. He was delighted with the prospect of having a chance to see Louise again so soon. 
 
    “All these little secrets you two have.” She smiled curiously. “Just wait, when you get to be fifty, I'll get even!” 
 
    “I hope you were not talking to me, my dearest Stephany,” Otto mocked, embracing and kissing her. 
 
    “Yours was the last great party we gave in Vienna!” she voiced with a proud look on her face. 
 
    “And I thought mine was! At half the years, that is.” Karl laughed “But that's what every Reinhardt party is all about. La creme de la creme!” he boasted, gratefully hugging them both with a hearty goodbye. 
 
    “Leaving again so soon?” 
 
    “My presence is urgently requested, by none other than your daughter,” he said happily 
 
    “Be nice to her friends, Karl.” 
 
    “I swear!” he assured, holding up his hand in a pledge-like gesture.  
 
    He had a bath prepared and had his valet pack two sets of clothes, not remembering what had been left in the Lindenfels' closets, told Heinrich to get the horses and coach ready, and soon was on his way. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    In his anxiousness to see Louise, he practiced a few openings like: 'So nice to see you again!' or 'Why don't the ladies share a meal with me?' or if things went really well and she might be willing to talk or take a little stroll, the weather was always a good start to a conversation. And then— well, once they were over that hurdle, it shouldn't be too difficult to think of something to talk about. Pleasant.  Refined. Proper. Courteous. Polished. What the hell was he thinking? Christina would become suspicious. “I'm going to be myself,” he decided. “and that is that!” 
 
    He found the grounds of the castle bustling with gardening work being done. Flowers were being planted, hedges cut, the fountains cleaned, and pathways repaired. “Spring is in the air once again, and Lindenfels will be so beautiful after this endless winter!” He welcomed the change. 
 
    Entering the castle, the same energetic business became evident to him, seeing the windows, doors, and chandeliers being brought to their full gleam as whatever needed to be doctored up was being overhauled. He couldn't help but wonder how much of his sister's influence could be found behind all of this, always being the compulsive organizer, driven by and enjoying all types of activities. 
 
    “Some of grandfather's genetic inheritance,” he supposed. 
 
    After settling comfortably in his wing and asking his valet for Christina's whereabouts, he started to look for her, convinced that Louise wouldn't be far away. Looking around, he condemned all the endless hallways and staircases, finally spotting her wrapped in her favorite cape, walking very slowly, her head buried in a book. “Looking more and more like other every day,” he thought. Sneaking up on her, he put his hand over her eyes, expecting to hear her squealing as usual and laughingly dealing him some well-deserved punches, always ending with, “Someday, brother!” 
 
    “I finally got you, Chri—” 
 
    “You have?” the soft voice of Louise responded, as she turned around and burst out in laughter. 
 
    Karl reacted instinctively, taking his hands off her eyes and bringing them over to his own face, embarrassed and unable to get out even a few words of apology. 
 
    Since nothing happened, except a pounding heartbeat and a nervously mounting tension on his part, she tried to ease his discomfort. “Don't be embarrassed, I know you mistook me for your sister. It happens quite frequently, since I mostly wear her clothes and for the past few weeks even her hairstyle. The portrait, you know.” 
 
    “Can you ever forgive me?” he stammered unsteadily, trying to camouflage the tremor in his voice. 
 
    “There is nothing to forgive! I think it's very funny and can hardly wait to tell Christina. For years she has been wanting to get even with you for your sneak attacks. Now, at last, I believe she finally has her retaliation!” She laughed, showing triumph all over her radiant face that left him mesmerized. She departed, opening her book again, and continued with her reading, walking away as if nothing had ever happened. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Someone tell me about a woman's mind!” he mumbled, receiving a message from his sister delivered by one of the servants which related that coffee would be served in the downstairs yellow room. It was still quite cold inside the palace and the fireplace had been lit. “This place is like a maze and it's really getting to me. Takes forever to get from one wing to the other! I believe we should number our doors!” he called to his sister. 
 
    “Not a bad idea. But what's happened to you? You haven’t even said hello to me yet!” 
 
    “Oh yes I have, only it was to the wrong woman,” he stated grimly. 
 
    “Louise?” 
 
    “Hmph yes! And that is only part of the story.” 
 
    He had just told her about the unanticipated encounter, blaming himself for it fully, when Louise knocked and entered to join them for coffee. 
 
    “Here we are again!” she said, still jubilant about his mistake. 
 
    “Indeed, we are.” He smiled, pulling out a chair for her, not knowing where to look, which had all of them suddenly breaking out in loud laughter. 
 
    “We have finally evened the score, Karl!”  
 
    “No, we have not! You ladies have the advantage on me now. And I don't intend to keep this account unbalanced for long. More sugar, Miss Romberg?” 
 
    “No, thank you. I’m sweet enough!” 
 
    “I fully agree with that!” he thought to himself, offering Christina the bowl of sugar. “I'm still surprised that you didn't scream or slap me, Miss Romberg,” he ventured, more as a question than a statement. 
 
    “My two brothers, who have been full of mischief throughout all of their lives, have made me somewhat immune to these kinds of attacks. Christina can vouch for that, can't you, Christina? We both had to sometimes put up with paper bags full of bugs, frogs, and worse, which they had placed under our beds. Just a few of the pranks they've played on us.” 
 
    “Well, we didn't let them get away with much. Took apart their pipes and strung up the pieces underneath the table. Or tied up their shoelaces, so they had to untie them before being able to wear the shoes. I believe by and by we broke even with them!” Christina recalled, still laughing with satisfaction. 
 
    “My whole family was always backing us up, lying for us when it was our turn to play a good joke on them.” Louise remembered those happy times fondly. 
 
    All had become very relaxed with each other and were in good spirits, having passed the first few awkward moments. Christina was especially relieved to see her brother so happy and at ease with Louise, without being his usual arrogant self, which she had become accustomed to through the years. She had been a little apprehensive and was now happy that he did not seem to present any problems to her friendship with Louise. Karl was quiet, reflecting on all the enjoyable times he had probably missed out on after all. Those little things that could not be bought with all the money in the world must have been precious, because of all the memories they held for them, like frogs, mice, or bugs in paper bags. And never had there been anything small about his family’s endeavors. “It would either be on a grand scale or not at all!” he thought, a little disappointed with his past life. 
 
    Even his mother's flowers. No matter how small, they had to be grown in her own little ‘garden of Eden.’ “My wife's own creation!” Otto would boast. Their own palace, along with a few mansions and famous monuments, had been created by his great-grandfather. Public buildings and his own castle, were conceptualized and built with pride and great joy by grandfather. Museums, a few churches, bank buildings, and manor houses were his father’s specialty, and his own talents were going in the same direction. Always beautiful, long-lasting, and impressive. This is how it had always been for the Reinhardts. Except for their weddings. They were known to always be held on the smallest scale in all of Vienna.  
 
    “Aunt Bertha and Grandfather were our witnesses and the servants our guests. After all, a marriage is a private affair and of concern only to the two people in love,” his father had told them long ago. “As for the servants, I am always being asked, why only them? And I can only answer that since one depends on them for the larger part of one's life and well-being, why not include them in your wedding? With relatives it's mostly the opposite. They're usually relying on you! But then again, there are these certain exceptions to the rule.” 
 
    “What are you daydreaming about, Karl?” Christina said, interrupting his thoughts. “Would you like to see the painting?” 
 
    “Yes, I would. Father has already told me of his doubts about Hofmann's size and shape.” 
 
    “That's one of my least worries. His ineptitude is more his difficulty. Isn't it, Louise?” 
 
    “His constant bragging to the point of absurdity would be my complaint,” Louise answered. 
 
    “Poor, poor ladies! I'll get George Auersbach. He is my only friend you like!” 
 
    “He is rather unassuming. I know that much about him. But you know what our real problem is, Karl?” 
 
    “Only if you tell me! 
 
    “Neither one of us ever liked each other’s friends.” 
 
    “I agree, it's been that way in the past it seems.” 
 
    “Your brother has been very nice to me,” Louise said, defending him. “He has, in fact, been a perfect gentleman!” 
 
    “Give him time!” giggled Christina, putting her arm around her brother's waist. 
 
    “Good idea, sister. Give me time.” 
 
    He loved the background of the painting, which depicted their parents’ own huge portrait, giving the impression of four Reinhardts on one oversized canvas. And Christina's green-golden shimmering gown with the elegant high neckline was a perfect choice and very beautifully conforming to his own attire of a night-blue silk suit. He noticed the gracefully folded hands and took a fast look at his sister's. “Well, maybe her second-best feature, aside from her beautiful eyes!” he thought, and was satisfied, not detecting any distortions. 
 
    “Well, Karl?” 
 
    “It's so much better than I had imagined!” 
 
    “I told you the painter is a genius and well worth his fee!” 
 
    “What do you think, Miss Romberg?”  
 
    “Oh, me? I feel honored to have been asked to contribute a little. It is, after all, going to be hanging in your parent's palace!” she said, smiling fondly. 
 
    Karl was finally able to take advantage of his well-rehearsed invitation. “Why don't you ladies share dinner with me?” He was not too surprised but still quite happy over their cheerful acceptance. But then, what else would they be doing anyhow? There really was not much to do in Lindenfels, and both having a full day's work behind them. What really surprised him, though, was that both girls arrived in carefully selected gowns. Or was it simply that he had previously never noticed and taken it for granted, considering the etiquette the Reinhardt household adhered to. His parents always dressed impeccably well. He had never known them to do any different, but his sister? She who was always being reprimanded for her improper dressing. Or had these reprimands taken place a long time ago? 
 
    Louise, looking the perfect copy of an exquisite and flawless Dresden porcelain doll, surpassed his sister's looks in many ways. Although he never thought of himself as being overly handsome, he was aware that, for him to fall in love, he had to observe beauty with his eyes as well as experience it within his soul. “Take your time, son,” his father had told him, which was no longer a point of necessity. He knew now that he was deeply in love and had finally discovered the difference between infatuation and the desire to share and devote one's life until the end of all days, or as his father would and had always instilled in him, 'Till death do us part!' Now he felt only an enormous yearning to have his love returned. “Mother and I are always of one mind and body!” was another of his father's phrases. And as the days wore on, Karl envisioned problems that he might encounter. He weighed against his own, all the virtues of Baron Rudolf von Altmann and concluded that he would not be an easy man to follow. Handsome, cultured, modest, well-read, charming, and a title that might have impressed Louise in the first place, knowing that money never had been of any consequence to any of the Rombergs. Baroness Louise von Altmann sounded infinitely more impressive then did Mrs. Reinhardt. Or did it?” 
 
    “Take your time, son!” 
 
    “So far so good, Papa,” he thought. “Now I shall have my chance to use my mind to the fullest in order to prove to her that I am exactly what she wants in a man. Now that I know that I have had a physical attraction to her from the first hour I really noticed her, it will become my foremost task to convince her of my qualities. But then, I've nothing to lose...except everything I've ever dreamed of!” 
 
    “You are staring at father's picture as if you were talking to him, Karl. I hope you are not sorry we chose this painting for a background.” 
 
    “Heavens no, Christina! Whatever gave you that impression?” 
 
    “You were looking at it for so long!” 
 
    “Well, looks might be deceiving,” he stated matter-of-factly. 
 
    “I can certainly attest to that!” Louise emphasized, with a tinge of sarcasm, quickly putting her index finger in front of her mouth. “Sorry!” 
 
    “Poor thing speaks from experience!” Christina defended her. 
 
    “Time is a great healer, Miss Romberg.” 
 
    “Thanks to your angelic sister, I am almost cured!” 
 
    Tears filled Christina's eyes as she glanced at Karl, who in turn gave her a grateful wink. “Women seem to be born with the gift to get over these things easier than men do. Maybe it's because they are able to talk about them. I've known fellows who've been eaten up by grief, nevertheless, they refuse to discuss any part of their problems.” He felt momentarily ever more indebted to his sister and hoped to be able to repay her someday, in addition to the promise he had given his grandfather as a boy, that whatever happened or wherever he'd be, he would be there for Christina. 
 
    “To a very happy future, beautiful ladies!” he toasted, realizing that he had dwelled on the past a little too long within the last few hours. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “The problem with those Romberg girls is that they know how beautiful they are, and therefore are trying to get away with everything!” Sebastian Hofmann was complaining to Karl on their morning ride. 
 
    “Get away with what?”  
 
    “Well, I just believe they are all opinionated! Mind you, my own mother wouldn't dare to tell my father what that girl Louise threw at me!” 
 
    “It's 1840, Sebastian. Times are changing!” 
 
    “Even so! Telling me my forefathers were only silk and lace peddlers, with nothing more on their minds than money and keeping a close eye on China's silkworm production!” 
 
    “I wonder what made her say that. Could it be that you provoked her? And Christina?” Karl asked, as if it mattered. 
 
    “Is remaining mostly neutral, however she seems to be enjoying our dispute.” 
 
    “Well, you won't have to endure it this Sunday. George Auersbach is going to relieve you.” 
 
    “I don't envy him the pleasure. Now I can better understand Baron Altmann's reason for trading her in! He couldn't handle her temperament, for one thing. Her father, the pharmacist, is of course a fine man, I must admit that. But for her to put his mind above my father's? That really was another story all together! Our shop is ten times larger than their corner store, and she called it... well, oh hell, it was a Latin word! Anyhow, this was another thing I loathed about her! She and that outlandish painter were talking Latin together. To keep current or to practice, they explained. The nerve of them! I felt so left out of things!” 
 
    “I didn't know that Louise spoke Latin!” Karl said, astonished, yet trying not to let on how very pleased he was with what he had learned. 
 
    “Thank God, they've never attended any of your parties! Those girls would keep everything in a permanent uproar,” Sebastian concluded. 
 
    Karl laughed out loud, not even sure what Sebastian meant, but also not disclosing the plan he already had, convinced of its creating an uproar but doubtful of its permanence. 
 
    “Be a nice chap and give Auersbach a fair warning, would you?” Sebastian cautioned, before taking his own way home. 
 
    “Thanks again!” Karl waved and smiled, feeling sorry for Sebastian, who was actually never in control of anything, except maybe his horse. “Talking about handling a woman!” he grinned, riding home. 
 
    His sleepless nights and preoccupation with Louise during the daytime had become a daily routine, with nothing more important to think about at present except reflecting, planning, and hoping. He didn't object terribly to the current situation—it was a pleasant change of pace for him and his inner feelings—but he also knew that sooner or later something had to be brought to a head and, he absolutely refused to believe, to an end. 
 
    His father had at times suggested to him, “Let's talk to Mother about it, she always has the most wondrous ideas in respect to solving delicate little problems!” And he decided to do just that. 
 
    “Any problems, Karl?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother.” 
 
    “That's all right, Karl. Resolving them is what keeps us active!” 
 
    “And sleepless, Mother.” 
 
    “Louise?” 
 
    “How did you ever guess?” 
 
    “I just had a feeling that once you met her—” She didn't finish her sentence. 
 
    “Then why on earth did you never introduce us?” 
 
    “Because I never believed it should be handled that way and might just get you off to a wrong start. Don't think I wasn't tempted or that it didn't cross my mind!” 
 
    “What mind?” he joked happily, lifting her up spontaneously. 
 
    “Love has to take its own course, since it is the only thing in life worth pursuing to share,” she continued earnestly. 
 
    “This I have found out in the past few weeks, Mother. It was, as a matter of fact, love at first sight. On my part anyhow. But since I had been smitten with one or the other of my previous acquaintances, I had to be very sure of my true feelings, so I stopped myself from being too impetuous.” 
 
    “I can only congratulate you on your restraint!” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother. Your approval, and what's more, your understanding, means so much to me! But where do I go now?” His question was more or less directed to himself and sounded rather distraught. 
 
    His mother, as usual, had an answer. “To a concert, to start with! She and Christina are like twins, and I am sure that where you find one, you'll find the other.” She continued. “I could arrange it differently, providing you'll agree to it.” 
 
    “Agree? Any help from you in that direction would be more than appreciated by me!” 
 
    “But before we make any other arrangements, I believe we should have her over for dinner. Did you know that this was exactly what your father and grandfather did, when your father had first fallen in love with me?” 
 
    “And it worked out so well for both of you!” 
 
    “Since 1808. And it's still the best thing that ever happened to either one of us!” 
 
    “Are we going to tell Papa?” 
 
    “No, let's put a little romance into this whole affair first. I missed out on that with your father. But then, we are still romancing each other to make up for the loss!” She smiled, pleased and happy with her life. 
 
    “And what about Christina?” 
 
    “She is blind as a bat concerning such matters! She is madly in love with a married man who doesn't even know she's alive.” 
 
    “I had no idea. Not even the slightest notion!” 
 
    “Why should you? You're not any less blind about what's going on around you.” 
 
    “All right, Mother. I concede that I wasn’t aware of much that concerned the heart until Louise. But Christina... and a married man at that?” he asked in wonderment, never considering his sister a woman and having a sense for romance. 
 
    “Well, whatever. It'll be a worry I'll have until this is out of her system.” 
 
    “You can count on my help, Mother.” 
 
    “Thank you, Karl. One day I may just need it. And please... this conversation has never taken place!” 
 
    “Which conversation?” he replied, feigning ignorance, immensely relieved and elated at having been able to open and close this door for the time being. “I am the one who must be grateful. Eternally.” 
 
    “In a lifetime, one takes turns.” 
 
    “What a beautiful and wise human being my mother is, and how lucky for me to be her son!” he thought, returning to his room, also remembering her suggestions of a few years ago. “A Reinhardt woman has to be very a special type of individual or it will never work at all!” Louise had no shortcomings in that respect. This he was certain of now. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    The last stand-in session was over and this weekend, the endless hours of motionless sittings to finalize the painting were left up to Karl and Christina. 
 
    They would celebrate with a good supper, a glass of wine, and good, relaxed conversation which Karl had learned to enjoy so much by now. But not before taking a ride through their beautiful woods, enhanced by the blooming trees and shrubbery that gave off their best fragrances. 
 
    “Sebastian's loss was my gain!” George Auersbach said in jest, though somewhat arrogantly. “Since we all had such a great time together, I thought I should reciprocate by inviting all of you to Mozart’s Magic Flute! Bruno Kraus finally received the part to sing Papageno.” 
 
    “Wonderful!” Both girls applauded in unity. 
 
    “Alright with you, Karl?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” he answered slowly. “I had actually thought of taking all of you, sort of a gesture of thanks.” 
 
    “There is really no difference in who is taking whom. But I will take Christina, the sister, I never had!” 
 
    “How nice of you, George!” Christina said, consentingly. 
 
    “See, Mr. Reinhardt, you will now have to contend with me like Sebby Hofmann did,” goaded Louise. 
 
    “We'll be in the same loge should you be in need of aid!” George teased. 
 
    “I don't believe there will be anything to worry about,” Christina interrupted. “Louise and my brother know each other quite well, and so far, they seem to get along famously!” 
 
    “Let's give him time, Christina,” Louise said with a wink. 
 
    “Please do, Miss Romberg!” Karl answered, amused for reasons only obvious to him. 
 
    “Shall we split up? With the horses, I mean? Louise and I would like to take a different path that we like a lot better. More picturesque for one thing, and a few more benches to rest and talk, for another.” 
 
    “Why, do you believe our path is less picturesque?” 
 
    “Be serious, George! There are only two main roads to take and I've seen both of them.” Louise laughed, trying to leave. 
 
    “And since we've never crossed with you before, one doesn't have to be very observant to know which one you will take.” 
 
    “That's just the trouble with this place! Too large, too far apart, so our paths have never intertwined,” Karl scolded. 
 
    “Grandfather had his good reasons for everything,” Christina consoled warmly. 
 
    “Let's get Tina and Max now.” 
 
    “Tina was a present from your sister to me,” Louise explained to Karl. “Everything nice and valuable I own was given to me by Christina.” 
 
    “And hopefully soon, you'll have her brother and treasure him as much as all these material things!” he thought, before replying. “I seem to find out more and more what a jewel my sister really is. Just a few weekends, and all of a sudden there is a new Christina!” 
 
    “What are friends for?” Christina commented, pleased with her brother’s praise. 
 
    “I say!” George said frankly, when they parted in two different directions to fetch their horses, since Karl's stables were separate from Christina's. “I presume you didn't mind my leading you inconspicuously to spend a night at the opera?” he teased, tongue in cheek. 
 
    “So you've noticed already?” 
 
    “Surely!” he answered, very relaxed. “There is nothing as suitable as to fall in love with the right person!” George stressed, knowing of Karl's previous paramours and hot but short affairs. 
 
    “That's true, George. Only, there is still this Baron Altmann complex which I'll have to deal with.” 
 
    “Forget about Altmann!” 
 
    “How much do you know about him?” 
 
    “Only what I hear, and I might add, it's all quite disturbing information or I would never repeat it!” 
 
    “So tell me, George!” 
 
    “He is not what he seems to be. Bisexual or probably homosexual, you know?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Karl uttered unbelievingly. 
 
    “Quite! He has reportedly never kissed either Louise or her sister. What I mean is, like a lover would.” He continued. “I am positive it's truth, because my brother Nicholas from whom I have it and Louise’s brother Max are in the same medical school and neither one of them would disclose any untruth.” 
 
    “I didn't know that they attended school together.” 
 
    “How should you? You've just recently met the Rombergs.” 
 
    “You're right, of course. Nevertheless, I do feel as if I had known them all my life!” 
 
    “Why did he become engaged to Anne, if it didn't work out with Louise?” 
 
    “The perfect cover up for him, my friend! And inconspicuous to naïve people like the Rombergs when it concerns things like these. Their knowledge might surpass the skills of some doctors, but in other ways, they just have not kept up with the times. Aside from that, Altmann is very clever, clever as all these men or whatever they must be. If he weren't, it would mean the end of his career!” 
 
    “And Bruno Kraus?” 
 
    “Oh no! That one is above board. Purely concerned with reaping applause and being in the limelight of his theater.” 
 
    “Then, who is the other... I mean Altmann's boyfriend? Or are there more than one?” 
 
    “I know of only one, Thomas von Walden. He is a Major in Altmann's regiment, you know.” 
 
    “How very convenient for the two of them! I just feel that Romberg's girls and his family deserve quite a lot better than that.” 
 
    “Well, I'll certainly keep an eye on Anne. Anyhow, as soon as I'm finished with school, it's my intent to move swiftly!” 
 
    “What has the end of your education to do with that?” 
 
    “I must ensure that I have a career and can make a living. My parents would disown me the minute I even dared to mention the possibility of choosing Anne Romberg to be my wife!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “No money, no title. That is where my father would put his foot down and scream, “You are Count George von Auersbach and don’t you ever forget that! Times haven't changed that much!” 
 
    “And with some families probably never will, I'm afraid. George, if you ever are in need, please think to call on me.” 
 
    “I know. What I now need more than anything is your help with Anne, and I'll be alright. I am actually glad that she is going out with Altmann! 
 
    “You might say she's in good hands, for now!” Karl laughed. 
 
    “She is safe, safe, safe!” George answered light-heartedly as they both spurred their horses. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Mozart's Magic Flute turned out to be not only a completely sold out affair, but one with more than twenty curtain calls, followed by several standing ovations, and it promised to be a great success for the next few months to come. This was nothing unusual for Vienna, where good music or a good play were concerned; but for Bruno Kraus, who bowed, smiled, and reveled in pride, it was the greatest day in his life. He had already been assured a lengthy contract, as even the maestro had commented on his superb performance of Papageno. “The best I've experienced so far!” 
 
    “Maybe—” he thought, still elatedly bowing and smiling. “Maybe I'll be independent now and able to marry Therese!” 
 
    The Reinhardt’s own loge, which they kept from year to year, was the scene for this very special occasion. Both parents were absent, since Otto's pain had not permitted him to attend. “Since it is going to be presented again, we shall see it another time. Aside from that, Christina, you mentioned that Max and Moritz are going to be there, and it will be a good time for Karl to become acquainted with the Rombergs’ sons as well!” 
 
    “All right, Mama. Since we are going to be eight people tonight it will work out perfectly and thank you for letting us use the loge!” 
 
    “Eight?” 
 
    “Yes. The five Rombergs, George Auersbach, Karl, and I. Baron Altmann is on duty.” 
 
    “Oh, well do have fun!” 
 
    ∼ 
 
    It was a congenial and beautiful group, cheerfully teasing each other during the intermissions, taking the usual strolls to the tables with refreshments in the vestibule. The Romberg brothers and George von Auersbach tried to outsmart each other in paying for the bill of fare, insisting, “I am paying for Christina because she named her horse after me, my sister, because she is a Romberg, Mr. Reinhardt for the use of the loge, and Count Auersbach because we are in the presence of real nobility. After all, until now we only knew only a Baron who, by the way, hasn't made an appearance tonight.” 
 
    “Duty!” Anne protested indignantly.  
 
    “Very convenient,” added Moritz.  
 
    All four girls looked radiant and Christina was especially dazzling. “A bit too much jewelry, but maybe she looks a little overdressed because my own sisters aren't wearing any jewelry,” Moritz thought. 
 
    They were completely oblivious to stares and sideways glances, nodding to and greeting anyone they encountered with their sweetest expressions, leaving the others plenty of room for gossip and new puzzles to be solved.  
 
    “Reinhardt, Count Auersbach, and the Rombergs? Where is this world going?” one of the husbands in the crowd grumbled in disgust. “To a horrible end!” 
 
    “Altmann must be detained by the Major, without whose permission he is not allowed to leave. Or maybe his mother, who has just as much command over him, is in need of his company,” George whispered to Karl. 
 
    “Either reason is just fine with me. I wouldn't object if he had been transferred to the moon!” He smiled mirthfully at George. Christina was clinging to Max Romberg, Anne was attentive to every word George Auersbach uttered, and Therese and her brother Moritz reread the outline of the Magic Flute, so that Bruno Kraus, who knew that the Romberg all-time favorite was Schubert, wouldn't be disappointed by their unfamiliarity with Mozart's newest opera. Karl admired Louise in her incandescent blue silk gown, which he didn't doubt was one of Christina's presents to her. The elegance, flair, and serenity she presented was, however, her very own, he concluded. Tomorrow he would go to see her parents and ask for her hand in marriage. It was becoming more and more apparent to him that she did not object to being with him at every given opportunity and had lately even shown delight and happiness at being in his company. But tonight, he had to talk to Christina, as he felt her eyes probing him whenever she wasn't looking at Max. Also, since he owed her his happiness, the least he could do was to share it with her. Father would be told at breakfast, but he already knew the answer. “Whatever will make you happy, son, is fine with Mother and me!” 
 
    He would find out tomorrow if the Rombergs were going to be as easy on him as his parents would be. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “I'm surprised to find you still up, Mother!” a red-faced and frustrated Christina said as she entered the foyer. Frowning, she followed her mother into the kitchen. 
 
    “Papa asked for some of Romberg's miracle tea. It seems to really ease the pain. I just didn't want to wake up any of the servants. 
 
    Christina ignored her mother's explanation. “Oh, I could just scream!” she grumbled, “Karl, that, that—” 
 
    “What has he done now, Christina? Anything Papa and I should know about?” 
 
    “Oh, Mama! He spent the entire evening flirting with Louise. Imagine...my dearest friend. You should have seen how he behaved. Oh God, it was so embarrassing. Once again, he had to find out whether he can still charm all the ladies. And this time, he tried it with Louise! If...if—” she sputtered in frustration and anger. 
 
    “Christina,” her mother replied calmly. “Karl Reinhardt will always be in demand.” 
 
    “How can you be so calm, Mama? I'm ready to explode!” 
 
    “Where is Karl now?” 
 
    “Putting the horses away.” 
 
    “Well, I must bring Papa his tea.” Mrs. Reinhardt turned and started up the stairs, a hint of a smile on her face. “Good night, Christina!” 
 
    At that moment, Karl swept into the room, whistling cheerfully. “Good night and pleasant dreams, Mama!” 
 
    “And to you too, Karl.” 
 
    “You and Papa should have really been there, Mother. It was truly a wonderful evening!” 
 
    “Well, perhaps we can join you the next time,” she answered, winking at him. He was looking so happy. What a shame that he had to be confronted by Christina. She felt sorry for him, not to be able to be left alone with his happiness. 
 
    Karl's smile disappeared as he faced his pouting sister. “I am extremely angry with you, Karl!” Christina hissed. 
 
    “Oh? That is really too bad! I, on the other hand, am extremely happy. As a matter of fact, the happiest I've ever been!” 
 
    “What a statement coming from someone like you. You were eyeing Louise tonight as though she really meant something to you, and what’s worse, the poor gullible child seemed to reciprocate! She's barely over one heartbreak and now you are leading her towards another disaster. Aren't you satisfied by now that your philandering is known all over Vienna?” she snapped. 
 
    “What I do and what you hear are two entirely different things, Christina. Some of your so-called friends have actually embellished the truth about their liaisons with me in order to make themselves more interesting in the eyes of others.” 
 
    “Look, Karl, I have never interfered with your love life before, but we are talking about my dearest friend and her family. You give me no choice! I must put an end to this, before it is too late. Before things get out of hand!” 
 
    Karl whirled around to look at his sister. Seeing genuine hurt and concern in her eyes, his anger subsided somewhat. “Well, Christina,” he began. “Before you continue with your unfounded accusations and interminable sermon, let me tell you some good news.” 
 
    Christina looked vengefully at her brother. 
 
    “I intend,” he began, quietly and seriously now. “to ask the Rombergs for Louise's hand in marriage. So, you see, your best friend can now, if she accepts me, be your sister-in-law!” Karl laughed at Christina's reaction. “Close your mouth, Christina, and hold onto to that chair before you faint! I am in no mood to carry a hysterical and ungrateful sister upstairs.” 
 
    Christina sank into her chair, her confusion and embarrassment obvious. 
 
    “I have loved Louise almost from the moment I saw her,” Karl said softly now. “Oh yes, I know about my alleged vice of flirting with all, but this, my dear Christina, is really a very normal thing about bachelors. Look—” he continued, kneeling in front of his stunned sister. “Do you realize that I had to be very sure before saying anything to anyone, especially to my family? Tonight would have been the perfect time, but you with your unfounded presumptions had to spoil it!” He reached out and brushed his sister's cheek. “Ah, sister, now what do you have to say for yourself? Only a short while ago, you were ready to throw me to the lions. Your good intentions could have destroyed the happiness of one to whom you are utterly devoted! At least I hope she'll choose to be happy with me,” he added as an afterthought. 
 
    Christina's head snapped up, her eyes wide. She rushed from the kitchen toward the stairs. “Papa! Mama!” she shouted. “Karl is in love with Louise!” Karl could hear Christina's voice as she reached the landing. “Mama! Papa! Karl says he is going to marry Louise!” 
 
    Stephany and Otto Reinhardt had come out of their bedroom. Otto still held the cup of tea his wife had prepared for him. 
 
    “Well!” Otto intoned. “This calls for a toast! Come on, let's open a bottle of champagne. After all, it isn't every day a son falls in love!”  
 
    “Oh, Karl,” Christina said, ascending the steps and grasping her brother's arm. “I'm so sorry! And I'm so happy!” 
 
    Stephany, smiling elatedly, led the procession to the dining room, where Otto opened a bottle of champagne and offered a toast to his son's future bride and their happiness to come. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Louise, are you still awake?” 
 
    “Barely. If you don't mind, I'd like to sleep now.” 
 
    “How can you even think of sleeping? Didn't you see how Karl stared at you the whole evening?” Anne asked. 
 
    “Yes. I also couldn't help but notice the sly glances between you and George Auersbach,” Louise retorted. 
 
    “Ah...George is such an exciting man!” Anne whispered. “You didn't see Rudolf Altmann there. Besides, he is such a mama's boy! One can never be sure of his intentions. But George! If I could find a man like George Auersbach, someone who'd truly love me, I would throw away my diamond real fast!” 
 
    “Ha! It's so small, no one would ever notice it's missing anyhow,” Louise teased. The two young women giggled. 
 
    “Why don't you two stop dreaming about Karl and George now and get some sleep?” Therese said. “Didn't Bruno sing wonderfully to-night? Who knows, he even may be famous one day!” she added, a bit hurt by their selfish thoughts. 
 
    “I'm so sorry. I didn't have a chance yet to comment on his singing,” Louise apologized. 
 
    Anne ignored the remark and returned to Karl Reinhardt. “Even Max and Moritz were noticing how enamored Karl is with you! We even tried to imagine how a girl like you would maneuver a man like him, should the occasion arise,” Anne snickered. 
 
    “Oh, for heaven's sake! Just like Therese will manipulate her Bruno, and you your Baron... or Count... or Prince... or whatever!” 
 
    “But you, Louise!” You found yourself a King! How will you deal with him?” 
 
    “Very carefully,” came the soft, thoughtful response. Louise blew out the candle and hugged her pillow tightly. “Love can be so beautiful! I'm just beginning to see that,” she mumbled, already half asleep. 
 
    As much as the Reinhardts rejoiced, the Rombergs were at first stunned, but overjoyed for their daughter. Christina and Louise were ecstatic at the prospect of becoming sisters. Karl and Louise were quite simply too much in love to be anything but happy. An intimate, family-only wedding had been unanimously agreed upon. Stephany's birthday party was still on schedule, so Louise and her family had no choice this time but to attend. And the Reinhardts were proud to finally introduce the Rombergs to their inner circle. 
 
    “Our table seats twelve,” Mrs. Romberg was saying. “which is just perfect! The Reinhardts are four, we are seven and the priest makes twelve!” 
 
    “You'll need an extension, unless that old monk has lost some weight!” Moritz joked. 
 
    “Don't exaggerate, Moritz!” his mother admonished. “He is a very dedicated man!” 
 
    “Oh, Mother, please! We all know he wanted to be a gourmet cook and his family wouldn't let him because they wanted a priest in the family.” 
 
    “Let's stop it now, please.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mother!” said Moritz, grinning. “I really like Karl. He will be like another brother. Don't you think so?” He gave her a peck on the cheek and left. 
 
    “We at least agree on the Reinhardts,” she muttered. 
 
    The news of the engagement had spread quickly through all the salons of the Reinhardt friends and was being discussed everywhere. 
 
    “This is going to be the finest and largest wedding Vienna has seen in years,” Irma Leiber stated solemnly. She was one of the many matrons who hosted luncheons, dinner parties, and coffee klatsches for no other reason than to catch up on society's most pertinent 'news'. And as if Stephany Reinhardt's birthday celebration had not been enough, now the wedding of her son Karl was without question the greatest social event in Vienna that year. 
 
    “Still, Karl Reinhardt might yet break up with the pharmacist's daughter,” Mrs. Leiber mused aloud. “After all, Baron Altmann did! And we all know that Reinhardt is not an easy man to get along with. And he does have a reputation as a Don Juan!” 
 
    “I wouldn't count on their breaking up, Irma!” one of the ladies said. “And as for Altmann, he's courting another Romberg girl, remember?” 
 
    “Oh, well, what does it matter anyhow? All I can say is that my daughter ceased her relationship with Karl Reinhardt,” Mrs. Leiber stated. 
 
    “So did mine!” 
 
    “Just like with our pretty daughter, Wilma,” another replied. “She found him to be a complete bore as well as a conceited flirt!” 
 
    “My Alice felt she could do much better! Not as far as money is concerned, naturally, but some of his character traits really disturbed her,” Paula Wehner lied, like the other women before her. 
 
    “I can only say,” Countess Auersbach finally commented. “that I am very happy Karl has at last found someone so perfectly suited for him!” The others' remarks had incited her, and she couldn't abstain from letting them know that they could not get away with their lies. No one knew Karl better than her own son, George, who had only admiration and the greatest praise for him. “Louise is a lady of great quality, and is, just like her sisters, a beauty!” she added acidly, observing their disappointed looks with inner pleasure. 
 
    “Well, let's say 'sweet and pleasant'!” Frieda von Dorn admitted sulkily. 
 
    “Maybe.” Irma shrugged. “I say modest but highly intelligent!” 
 
    “The Rombergs, I hear, are very refined!” another interrupted, trying not to be out done by the others. 
 
    “What does all this matter?” Pauline Wehner snapped, trying to keep the anger out of her voice. She had become tired of hearing all these compliments about the Rombergs. “My husband and I have always agreed that rich and poor just do not mix. Those struggling paupers will soon be uncomfortable at parties they'll have to attend, and the Reinhardts will have to really work to make them feel at ease!” 
 
    “Just a minute, Mrs. Wehner,” said the Countess Auersbach. “Granted, the Rombergs are poor by our standards. Their hard-earned money has gone toward their sons’ education, however. What's more, except for the pharmacist, everyone in his family has attained the degree of doctor or even professor, since Paracelsus introduced chemistry to medicine! None of us here can even come close to his type of ancestry! And since the Reinhardts are very involved in the field of medicine, they are doubtlessly fully aware of the Rombergs' heritage and I'm certain very proud of their newly acquired in-laws.” 
 
    The Countess was delighted by the dumbfounded expressions of her companions. After what seemed a long pause, Frieda von Dorn asked, to more or less break the mood, “Do you know where they are going to live, Countess?” 
 
    “I suppose in Vienna,” the Countess replied. “Karl's profession requires his presence here. And I'm sure they'll spend the weekends at Lindenfels with the family. 
 
    “His father might even build them a new home!” Pauline mused. She refrained, however, from saying it, afraid of the wrath of the Countess, who might be instrumental in removing her from the circle of friends, and she mused further. “If one wants to stay 'in' in Vienna, one plays by the rules!” The best thing to do in this instance, Mrs. Wehner decided, is to keep silent. “Will you be attending the wedding, Irma?” she asked cautiously instead. 
 
    “What a silly question! We attend all their parties. The Reinhardts have never taken any offense to our daughter breaking up with Karl.” 
 
    “Same with us,” Pauline nodded, looking around. “Do you think Karl ever got over Alice?” 
 
    “Hah!” 
 
    “You shouldn't be so sarcastic, Countess!” Erna Stein said, coming to Pauline's defense. “You've never had a daughter!” 
 
    “No, that I did not! I have three sons to be completely content with, but if I had had a daughter, I would have made quite sure she would never have left a Reinhardt!” Again, there was a long silence. 
 
    “Vienna's elite will have to get busy finding a proper suitor for Christina! She's getting on in age, also!” Monika Burg observed. She knew the Countess only tolerated her because of her husband's close association with her husband. 
 
    “That's absolutely absurd!” The Countess retorted. “With the exception of Otto's father, who had married a so-called Baroness, all of the Reinhardts married into unnoted but suitable families!” 
 
    “But, your husband is very proud of his noble ancestry, Countess!” 
 
    “Yes, Monika!... But he also is aware that to have only 'blue blood' doesn't bring two kreuzers at the market!” With that, she stood up and asked for her coat. Parting Mrs. Leiber's little get-together, she felt proud of having spoken her mind, without having to worry about her husband's disapproval. It had been worth it, to accept today's invitation, and she hoped that more would follow. She admired the Reinhardts and felt strongly about speaking up in their behalf. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Karl and Louise had gotten into the habit of taking long walks every afternoon to the Donner Brunnen, Vienna's most beautiful fountain. Named after its creator, Alfred Donner, the fountain depicted the four major rivers of Austria besides the Donau and was surrounded by the four and five story baroque mansions of the Viennese elite. Even with no physical distance between the buildings, each was distinguished by its own particular pastel coloring, and the shape of windows as well as the different styles of their balconies. During their first walk there, Karl, being aware of her growing interest in his work, had pointed them out to her. “Every one of these patrician buildings reminds me of different pieces of fine china; something an emperor would order to dazzle his foreign visitors!” 
 
    Louise was especially taken by one of the houses that had been painted in a yellowish golden tone with quaintly sculptured balconies on all of the five floors. The top of the mansion was adorned by smiling cupids, all facing the fountain. “What a beautiful view the inhabitants must have from there. One could really become envious of them with all the beauty and history surrounding them,” she had whispered to Karl. 
 
    “I don't doubt that they are able to enjoy the beautiful view from there. But I hear there are some less enjoyable sounds in this house. The present owner, a young businessman named Schmidt who lives in Hungary for whatever reason, has his two spinster aunts, the Schmidt-Sisters, occupying the house. They are bedridden and quite abusive of their servants! I feel for their plight, not being able to get around, but it's still no reason to mistreat their employees. I know they do, because some of them have come from there to work for my family.” The home of the Schmidts, whose feuds were well known, and the family feared, was avoided by most. 
 
    “Schmidt?” Louise asked in surprise. “Just plain Schmidt? No von this or von that?” 
 
    “Theodor August Gottfried Schmidt once was the sole owner of this whole square and all that surrounds it,” Karl explained. “This, of course, was as far back as the twelfth century, when this was the flour market. He, like my own forefathers, refused all offers of titles,” he continued. “I must say, though, 'Reinhardt' is regal enough, whereas Schmidt could be improved upon!”  
 
    Both laughed, Louise adding, “Louise Schmidt would have suited me just fine too, provided you were the bearer of the name.” 
 
    Karl had decided that very day to purchase this yellowish golden building, which had so captured and fascinated his young bride-to-be. He would, of course, have to get the approval of his parents. Both of the elder Reinhardts were elated with Karl's choice of residence, and more so since it was in walking distance from their own home. 
 
    Karl had urged them, “We must keep this a secret from Louise until after the wedding. I would so like to surprise her!” 
 
    All had agreed and the Reinhardt attorneys assured them there would be no problem acquiring the building since the owner had no intention of returning to Vienna. And as far as the troublesome aunts were concerned, “They can surely be persuaded to move to a smaller place in the country,” they had mentioned convincingly. 
 
    The Reinhardts and Rombergs had agreed that the first of May, which was also Christina's birthday, would be an ideal wedding date. It would provide the newlyweds with a few weeks for their desired honeymoon in Salzburg, and while they were there, Otto would have their new home suitably refurbished. Louise assumed she and her new husband would take up residence in his apartment. The Rombergs had never told her differently, since it was clear that providing housing was Karl's responsibility. 
 
    “Oh, what a hectic time!” Mrs. Romberg sighed happily. “A wedding here as well as the birthday party for Christina, and all this in my humble little home! I hope both of you approve!” 
 
    “Anything will be fine with me, as long as Karl is happy with it,” Louise replied. 
 
    Karl smiled down at her. “I have a perfect angel on my arm, don't I, Mrs. Romberg?” 
 
    “Rumor has it you had been looking for one!” 
 
    “And I was lucky enough to find one!” Karl jested back happily. Kissing Louise's hand, he said, “But now, I have to leave. There is still much to be done, and the next nineteen days will be gone before we know it!” 
 
    Louise laughed fondly, not able to imagine what could be so important that Karl had to do, outside of selecting which suit to wear to the wedding ceremony. Christina was taking charge of the wardrobes as well as the flowers. Karl’s tailor had two unclaimed suits in his shop that would need little alteration to perfectly fit Max and Moritz. For the two Romberg girls, Christina had chosen gowns of silk. Delicate light blue for Anne and for Therese, one in the slightest pink, choosing a very light green iridescently shimmering gown for herself, complementing the color schemes of the Rombergs’ magnificent table-setting and centerpiece, as well as the flower displays throughout the house. Unbeknownst to anyone, Stephany Reinhardt had insisted on paying for the wedding. “After all,” she had told Mrs. Romberg, “You are giving us Louise! Besides, you still have two daughters to think about.” 
 
    The wedding went exactly as planned: heartfelt, beautiful, and the best-kept secret in Vienna. Louise wore her grandmother's wedding gown, which had been stored away all these years, carefully wrapped in muslin. It was a beautiful gown, which had been bought in France. The white silk had been adorned with delicate pink pearls shaped into rosebuds. She appeared to Karl like a fairy princess. So overjoyed was he, that never for a moment did he let her out of his sight. 
 
    The girls had all been excited by the splendor of the gown, asking their mother why she hadn't worn it at her wedding. She finally explained that their father and she had eloped. “The Rombergs did not care much for his choice at the time, which later on, after you children were born, changed of course!” 
 
    “And Grandmother? It looks as if it has never been worn!” 
 
    “She had eloped also!” 
 
    “So our great-grandmother is the only one who had a formal wedding? What was she like?” they urged their mother, anxious to find out more about their ancestors. 
 
    Mrs. Romberg’s happy face changed almost instantly to a sad one. “Perhaps we'll talk about it at a later date.” 
 
    As Louise donned the gown, Anne mentioned that she hoped to be the next wearer. “Find yourself a suitable husband first, and we'll talk about it,” Mrs. Romberg advised. 
 
    “Yes Mama,” Anne sighed, thinking of George. 
 
    A sumptuous dinner of roasted veal and other delightful delicacies, prepared under Mrs. Romberg's supervision, earned the priest's applause, who as the great connoisseur, appreciated it the most and proclaimed that cooking is the only art worth making an effort for, which brought about great laughter from the others.  He really showed his art-appreciation in a most generous way by filling his already well-rounded belly to the hilt. Otto, still moved by the tender and sweet ceremony, lifted his glass and offered the traditional toast to the new pair, welcoming Louise into the family and calling this wedding the fourth happiest event in his life, preceded only by his own marriage to Stephany and the birth of his children. Romberg's toast followed, with Mrs. Romberg shedding a few tears at the prospect of losing one of her daughters.  
 
    “May we bachelors be as fortunate to find such perfectly suited mates!” Max exclaimed, lifting his glass. 
 
    “But there are only two of you, and we are three,” Christina protested, amused. 
 
    “Take all the time you can, children,” Otto advised, forgetting that his Stephany was barely eighteen when he took her to the altar. 
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    As there are always good and bad times in all families, the Reinhardts were no exception. The good word was that Karl and Louise were still as much in love as on their wedding day. They had become parents of a baby boy on their first wedding anniversary, naming him Alex, and he had become the center of their happy home life. Both sets of grandparents regularly visited the young Reinhardts, as they were commonly known. Louise, not having the tiniest inclination to be anything more than the best wife and mother, completely ignored Vienna's social scene, indulging only in family and a select group of friends, which made Karl very happy. Neither one of them ever grew tired of showing off their dream house, especially after the acquiring of an antique or the slightest change in decorating. 
 
    Anne had married George von Auersbach, surprisingly with the blessing of his parents. George and Anne had moved into a spacious apartment, seeing his parents only on special occasions, generally preferring to visit with the Rombergs or Reinhardts. Anne was now expecting her first child, an event both she and her husband were looking forward to with great joy.  
 
    To his mother's great delight, Rudolf Altmann, Anne's former fiancée had found him a real baroness and became engaged for the third time. 
 
    Therese had married Bruno Kraus a year before, each occupying a separate floor of their home, since Bruno insisted on his own music room. Although it was apparent that Reinhardt's name and their connections brought him the best parts in the finest theaters, the Krauses had never changed their mind about their only son's profession. 
 
    “One of these days, his voice will be gone and then what?” his mother worried. 
 
    “Vienna loves theater so much more than it does silk merchants and pharmacists,” Mrs. Romberg had said to them at their son's wedding. It had not pleased the Krauses, and their relationship with the Rombergs had become somewhat strained. This did not displease the Rombergs too much, though, since they had a growing friendship with the Reinhardts. Otto enjoyed frequent chess games with the pharmacist, who still pulled teeth on Saturday nights and mixed his potions with the utmost of pride, also recommending herbal teas for anything from mental illness to infections of the throat. They did finally get a new roof for their house and a pair of new horses with a comfortable coach at the insistence of Stephany, whose favorite expression was, “What else are relatives for?” 
 
    Life had indeed become very tolerable, despite the fact that the Rombergs were now also experiencing the “empty nest effect”. Max and Moritz had each taken advantage of offers to work in different cities, and their parents had, as usual, not questioned their unexpected decisions, no matter how much they regretted not seeing them more often. 
 
    Christina, though, was still unattached and still hopelessly in love with her museum's curator, who had a loving wife and seven children with the eighth on the way, and was completely oblivious to Christina's innermost feelings for him.  
 
    To the joy of all, Louise had become pregnant again, but had slipped and taken a bad fall. The best doctors Austria had to offer had been called in for consultation and could only order absolute bed rest for the rest of the pregnancy. Karl would sit at her bed daily, massaging and exercising her legs, which the physicians had urgently recommended, both families praying and burning candles for a good outcome. 
 
    Their wait finally came to an end, and Louise was in labor for more than twenty hours, two doctors and two midwifes attending her. Otto and Stephany took turns holding her hands, leaving every now and then to go to a different room to escape the painful outcries. Karl, in complete despair, assured Christina that this would be their last child, as already Alex's birth had given his wife a lot of problems.  
 
    “But she wanted a large family to fill your house with joy and laughter!” his sister cried, to ease his painful feelings of guilt.  
 
    After what seemed like an eternity to all, there was a sudden stillness in the house. Everyone felt a sense of relief and assurance that the baby had finally been delivered. The Reinhardts rushed to the door, only to hear another eerie cry, followed by complete silence. 
 
    Karl ran into the room to embrace his wife, but was greeted by the sorrowful faces of the doctors and midwives, who were attending to the loudly crying baby. He suddenly noticed their blood-sullied hands and suits and one of the doctors’ bowed head, making the sign of the cross over Louise and mumbling a few words in Latin. A massive wave of confusion flooded in, the rest of the families rushing into the room, watching in horror as Karl stooped over his wife's body, desperately crying, “Louise, please wake up! Please don't leave me!” Shaking, kissing, and embracing her at the same time, his face suddenly became ashen and took on a disbelieving, distorted expression. 
 
    Louise's parents were still standing halfway inside the room, not daring to enter any further, staring at their lifeless daughter's face and mumbling that they would see her again in heaven. Reinhardt's teary-eyed coachman finally offered them a ride home, and the pharmacist followed him dejectedly, steadying his poor wife, whose heart was broken beyond repair. Otto and Stephany were leaning against the wall in a visible state of shock, staring at their son, who could not be persuaded to leave his wife's side, as he pounded his fist feebly on the night table. “How could this happen?” he finally shouted at the doctors, who tried in vain to comfort him and could only offer a grim platitude. “It's God's will, sir!” 
 
    “Then this God of yours must be a sadist!” Still trembling, he shouted at the top of his lungs, suddenly toppling over and sliding, grief-stricken, to the floor. 
 
    The Reinhardts were now staggering into the room with the help of some servants, who led them over to their beloved daughter-in-law. Without uttering a sound, they kissed her, and Stephany finally realized that there was a child to find and take care off. 
 
    “Oh my God, Otto, the baby!” she cried in despair. “We must see the child!” She struggled past his arm to reach the nursery, where they received their second shock. 
 
    With its head tilted sideways and both arms and legs in the process of being bandaged, they saw and knew at once that the child was deformed. There was of course the instant thought, “Why not the child? Why Louise?” But neither one uttered the bitterness of their disappointment when one of the doctors put his arm around both of the Reinhardts and said, “It's a girl!” 
 
    They smiled faintly, reading his thoughts as well, though he told them, “It’s not nearly as bad as it looks at the moment!” Noticing their sigh of relief, he continued. “When your...late daughter-in-law had her bad fall, the baby must have been placed in an awkward and uncomfortable position. There was absolutely nothing anyone could have done about it.” 
 
    “We understand,” Otto conceded, Stephany and Christina weeping and comforting each other. 
 
    “Mama! I lost my best, my sweetest... my very dearest friend!” 
 
    “I know, child! She meant everything to us as well, but right now we must think of poor Karl, Alex, and the new baby.” 
 
    “But I've known her so much longer then all of you... and loved her so much more!” 
 
    Stephany thought to answer her, but felt it was best to keep silent. Christina wiped her tears and asked weakly, “Is Karl still with Louise?” 
 
    “No. It all got to him suddenly and he finally gave out and fainted! One of the doctors is with him,” Stephany replied quietly. 
 
    “Thank God! I mean, of course, that it is better for him, not to have to think right now. Maybe the baby will look better tomorrow... the face less bruised, I hope,” she lamented in tears again, feeling just as sorry for her brother as for herself. 
 
    “The sooner we get ourselves together, the better for all of us,” Stephany said firmly. Otto and the staff looked at her in surprise, but at a loss for a better solution. 
 
    “Alex! Poor little Alex! What are we going to tell him about his mother?” 
 
    “That his mother is with our Lord, because he was in need of another angel,” the physician replied. 
 
    “You'll do well wearing a metal shield, suggesting that to my son!” Otto advised him, irritated. 
 
    “At a time like this, dear grief-stricken family... it's the only answer anyone could think of! We in the profession of medicine are only human beings, doing our best, sometimes under the most inhumane conditions. And still, sometimes, the Lord is not ready to take back this or that life... so we must learn to accept that life and death are in the hands of God alone as long as this world is turning. Nothing will ever change for me to believe otherwise, not even the need of a metal shield!” 
 
    “I am sorry for my harsh remark,” Otto apologized sincerely. 
 
    “So am I, Mr. Reinhardt. It's been a very long and hard day, and now with such a sad ending... we all are very sorry!”  
 
    In her misery, Christina stayed with Louise for a long time, to bid her goodbye and to tell her how sorry she was for introducing her to Karl, as maybe—just maybe—she would still be alive today. She stroked her face, giving her the solemn promise that she would take care of her little unfortunate daughter the best she could with the help of the very best doctors available. 
 
    “Miss Reinhardt,” a voice called to ask if they could now take Louise away. 
 
    “Good Lord, have mercy!” she sobbed again, walking alongside the stretcher. “Now you are going to take all my secrets to your grave!” she whispered to Louise. 
 
    “Mr. Reinhardt requested the body to be brought to Lindenfels,” the undertaker said quietly, closing the heavy door of the young Reinhardt's dream house, forever devoid of its loveliest and sweetest mistress. 
 
    It was almost daylight when Karl finally opened his eyes, not really knowing where he was, noticing a servant dozing next to his bed. 
 
    “Your father ordered it, sir.” 
 
    “I know,” Karl replied, now wide awake. “To watch me?” 
 
    “That too, but also to awaken him right away. Your father and mother are staying in the guest room.” 
 
    “Please, Egon! First get me some strong coffee, so I can start to think,” he said, still not quite clear, his head hurting from the fall. 
 
    “As you wish, sir.” 
 
    Karl tried to lift himself up, but his head was spinning. He was also trying to think, and suddenly remembered with a pang what had happened. His mind was racing. “Why... Louise... why?” he sobbed. He had to get away. He could not possibly stay here. Not in this house, not now. This, at least, he knew for certain. The memories— 
 
    Right now, he could only think of getting away. Pack up and travel and not look back for the time being. With the love of both sets of grandparents, Alex would be all right without him for a while. And there was Christina. She would understand and help. 
 
    All these thoughts went through Karl's mind, never even giving a thought to his new baby. The mind is a strange thing. In times of great stress, it can completely shut out what is unwanted. This was the case with Karl, and was a good thing, otherwise he would not have been able to deal with his grief, the memories and loss of his wife, blaming himself. Before this, life had been good for him! He had had a secure and stable upbringing with all the affection anyone could ask of his parents. His high-strung, but very lovable sister had always added to his pleasurable life, and lastly a marriage that few could only dream about. All questions or demands in his life had always been answered with 'yes' in every respect. And now that life itself had chosen to say 'no sir' to all his hopes and dreams, he would have to learn to take it, even if it was the hardest blow he would ever encounter. 
 
    “Your coffee, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you, Egon. Do you think you could perform a miracle?” 
 
    “I will certainly try!” 
 
    “Please wake my father without disturbing dear mother.” 
 
    “That won't be too hard this morning,” Egon assured him. 
 
    Karl tried to ignore his father's ghost-like appearance, knowing that no one else was in better condition. 
 
    “How are you, Karl?” 
 
    “Well, I must have slept,” Karl replied briefly, staring blankly at his father. “I've thought and thought now for a time and have come to the decision to leave here as soon as possible. I believe I'll visit some places I've never been to... for lack of time or whatever. Of course, I had never planned it this way, but right now, I cannot think of anything else... considering...” his voice trailed off. 
 
    “But of course, Karl! I think this is a good idea,” Otto answered consolingly. “Considering,” he added to himself. He was surprised, but he fully agreed with his son, himself having spent the whole night trying to figure out how to meet and deal with Karl's reaction to the whole misery of accepting his wife's death. He was especially apprehensive about the baby, and how Karl would accept this next blow, finding out that the baby was not well and not having even wanted a glimpse at it last night. 
 
    “I am relieved you don't see my plan as desertion, even though in my heart I know it is! I am running away, but not only from upcoming problems. Father, I know you can understand what I mean when I tell you that my soul has left me. I'm really not myself any longer!” he stammered, overcome with sorrow. 
 
    “Oh, my dear, dear son!” Otto said softly. “I wouldn't know what I would do in your place. I don't even want to think of it! But I believe you are making a very brave and sensible choice which I must admire you for!” 
 
    “I always thought of myself as being strong and invincible.” 
 
    “It's all in how one sees it. Indifference would scare me! Whichever way one reacts to a loss is up to the individual. And I do hope that life will treat you more kindly in the future.” Otto embraced his son. 
 
    “He was very anxious to leave, hurting so much and not wanting to say goodbye to anyone! I believe he did not even know what he was doing!” Otto would later excuse his son for his abrupt departure. 
 
    “Did he take at least a look at his baby?” Christina asked, perplexed. “Or talk to Alex?” 
 
    “No, never even mentioned the children. Just kept pacing and saying how he hoped we would not see it as a desertion!” 
 
    “Where and how long?” 
 
    Otto shook his head. “I suppose he doesn't even know himself! Our poor Karl is convinced he has lost his soul with the death of Louise. I'm sure he believes his life has come to an end!” 
 
    “Maybe it is a good thing that something told him to leave,” Stephany sighed deeply. 
 
    “I guess,” Christina agreed with her mother, not quite as much convinced. 
 
    “What would you have done?” she asked, turning to her father. 
 
    “Probably pulled a trigger! Yes, I believe that would have been my reaction.” 
 
    “Papa!” 
 
    “Otto!” 
 
    “Why the surprise? Death can only be a relief. I admire Karl. The ones left behind are the ones who suffer! Maybe I wouldn't have been as strong as Karl, and I, therefore, hold him in the highest esteem and hope that both of you can feel that way also!” He said it defensively, expecting understanding for his son. 
 
    “Let's go see little Verena and Alex.” Christina got up, waiting for her parents to follow. 
 
    “Is that what we are going to call her?” Otto smiled faintly at his daughter. 
 
    “It was Louise's and my favorite name, Papa! Also Karl's and the Rombergs’!” 
 
    “I like it too,” Stephany mused. “I think it's beautiful!” 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Otto, my dearest, what can I possibly write into my diary on a day like this?” Stephany was sitting at her desk again, her head braced in the palm of her hand, trying to find the right words to enter. 
 
    “Write ‘thank you, Lord’ and then close the book for today.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord?” she asked, puzzled. 
 
    “Yes, for letting all of us be here for each other!” he answered with tears in his eyes. 
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    When Karl Reinhardt left Vienna at the end of April four years previously, he could have taken a coin and tossed it in the air in order to find out which way to go. As it happened, the first upcoming coach went westward from Vienna with a connection scheduled to Paris via Switzerland. Never having been in either place and really not being concerned where he went, he had just taken his chance. 
 
    Egon in his plain man's wisdom, while securing Karl's suitcases on top of the coach, had said in parting, “Time heals all wounds, sir.” 
 
    “I used to say that too, Egon. This time, I'm not so sure if it really does,” he had answered, giving his faithful, somber visaged servant a strong handshake, fearful of appearing too sentimental. They waved farewell, neither knowing when they would see each other again. 
 
    Karl kept to himself, alone in his grief, not even hearing the monotonous conversations of his fellow travelers, nor taking much notice of the sometimes crowded, uncomfortable, and musty inns with their rancid breakfasts. It never occurred to him to turn back. In Switzerland his outlook had improved somewhat from the lovely scenery as well as the hospitality and cleanliness. He had become increasingly more interested and inquisitive and was now even looking forward to visiting France, especially Paris, which he had chosen now for his final destination. He remembered his parents' and sister's sharing of memories of the city, which they apparently enjoyed in every detail, talking about it at every given opportunity. 
 
    “A must to visit, Karl!” they had told him years ago, though also warning him of the seedy arrondissements, “where some of the thugs might slit your throat in a minute for only a franc!”  
 
    He still recalled vividly shrugging his shoulders and replying, “It’s no different in the wrong district of Vienna. One just stays away. It's as simple as that, Christina!” 
 
    After almost a month and a half, the coach had finally reached Paris and Karl had been relieved to be rid of the uncomfortable and noisy coach ride. He had met a reputable passenger whom he had conversed with the last two weeks, who had not only made the journey more tolerable, but had also recommended a first-class address for him to stay in, which he was grateful to accept. 
 
    “A bit expensive, but worth every Franc. I know Paris better than any other city!” He had recommended to Karl to give the couple his name, sure that they still remembered him. 
 
    As he approached the enchanting two-story villa, Karl was glad to have been able to find such a refined address in which to reside. The villa was covered with old vines and had a garden full of flowers that surrounded it and gave off the sweetest scent as a welcome sign. He was greeted gracefully and led to an elegantly furnished apartment with a breathtaking view of the Bois du Boulogne which made him feel that he had found a small home away from his own. 
 
    His new landlords, Elaine and Jacques Mathieu, an old, but very sophisticated brother and sister team, invited him for a bowl of delicious soup and French bread and told him, among other things, that they had been born in this house, and had been living in it for almost seventy years, with the only interruption occurring in their younger years when they had been to boarding school in Switzerland. 
 
    “So if you plan to explore our city before returning to Vienna, we have plenty of time on our hands and will consider it an honor to answer any questions you might have in regards to history or the different places to be seen here, should you be fortunate enough to have a lengthy stay!” 
 
    Karl was touched by their sincerity. “I will most certainly take advantage of your generous offer,” he replied gratefully. “But at the moment, I am in need of an excellent architectural school and a reliable housekeeper who should also be a perfect cook.” 
 
    The next morning, he was furnished with several addresses of academies with a polite suggestion to consider the Ecole de Beaux-Art which Jacques had attended himself. There was also a middle-aged servant waiting to be interviewed and a basket with two kittens that were presented to him by Pauline, smiling convincingly. “We all need someone for company, Monsieur Reinhardt! Aside from that, I have four too many.” 
 
    Karl had taken one kitten into each of his arms. “What if I call them Adam and Eve?” He soon enough discovered that he had two Adams to deal with, and Pauline suggested 'Cain and Abel'. But since the cats didn't mind their ill-chosen names, he didn't either, and the playful kittens along with the forever-cheerful housekeeper soon became part of his new home life. 
 
    Letters would arrive from Vienna almost weekly that were written by his mother and sister to keep him abreast of family affairs. None of them ever touched on Louise's death nor baby Verena's many operations. His father and George von Auersbach wrote mostly about new developments in architecture in Vienna. They both had applauded his choice of school in Paris, pleased with his congenial milieu, never indicating to him their need for his presence at the time or in the near future. 
 
    “Try to absorb all you can, son!” was always the ending sentence of his father's letters, at times adding, “Your education is the only thing no one can take away from you.” or “Vienna is in need of good architects, and you will be one of the great ones!” 
 
    The Rombergs wrote frequently, always refraining from mentioning their daughter's death. News would include Anne's forthcoming birth of her fourth child and that, after three sons, they were really looking forward to finally having a daughter. And that Alex would frequently visit their home, behaving very well; mostly interested in playing with soldiers and setting up his own battle fields, completely ignoring other toys or crayons that they would offer him. “So please, Karl, send any type of soldiers or illustrations pertaining to soldiering, since anything else is of little or no consequence to him!” 
 
    Verena's progress was only mentioned as far as her eagerness to please and that she was really improving her French in order to be able to converse with her father by the time he returned. If they were expecting any reaction, Karl had none to offer. He did, however, always enclose beautifully dressed dolls, mentioning that he and his landlady enjoyed ordering from the best French salons, after observing little girls treasuring and taking them on their outings in the park. 
 
    Both families thought they had reasons to be jubilant, believing that his wounds were healing, taking the huge crates of beautiful gifts that would arrive as an indication. He never forgot anyone, not even the servants. His sister would jestingly complain to him about what hardship he was imposing on all the Romberg and Reinhardt girls, who became known as the best dressed ladies in Vienna and were consequently causing quite a lot of stir. 
 
    “Even little Verena is already aware of and proud to wear the beautiful dresses she receives from her Papa! Alex, however, is only impressed by uniforms, so please, if you find any kind of uniform for little boys— Napoleon's would just do fine!” 
 
    France being the country boasting more railroad tracks than any other in Europe, Karl appealed to his sister to visit him before he left France for good. He would write her repeatedly, “A train departs Paris twice a day and takes you to beautiful Versailles at the speed of twelve kilometers an hour! I can guarantee you a marvelous time, with both of the Mathieus as touring guides. They give the impression that they alone created the castle for themselves, if not the Louvre too. They feel they own the place! I have never witnessed more vigor and enthusiasm in people that old. They enjoy teaching me about art, architecture, and French history. P.S. Needless to say, no one can teach happiness.” 
 
    Even though Christina still detected his grief, she replied that she was overjoyed he was finally returning to Vienna and that she would seriously consider making the journey soon. As always, she would omit mentioning that her plans to travel would mainly depend on the last of eight operations Verena had to undergo. Most of these operations were first time experiments, the family’s hopes for a favorable outcome resting on each and every one of them. 
 
    The families had been assured that Verena would grow up like every other normal child and her many scars would in time be hardly noticeable. All the doctors involved in the operations had called her a miracle, and the grateful Reinhardts decided to build a hospital with separate wings for surgery in their town of Lindenfels in Louise's name to show their eternal gratitude. This time, however, Verena's operation required a lengthy stay in Brünn because the Chief surgeon, Professor Swoboda, would not leave his residence no matter how much money was offered. 
 
    Since the Reinhardt's motto had become anytime, anywhere as far as improving Verena's condition was concerned, Christina volunteered to travel there, as she took her role of surrogate mother very seriously. Otto and Stephany gratefully accepted their daughter's suggestion, since long and tiring travels were becoming more and more difficult for them.  
 
    “We'll send two of our servants along and reserve the most comfortable hotel rooms. The poor child will probably need a few weeks to recuperate there before coming back home,” Otto instructed. 
 
    With Karl's intentions of returning the following year and Verena's improvement, they planned to devote more time to their grandson Alex, who was forever obsessed by military and war and who had become a great concern for them as well as the Rombergs. 
 
    “Let us be honest! The child lost his parents overnight and has never learned how to deal with it.” It was the constant excuse of both sets of grandparents, not permitting anyone to put blame on Karl Reinhardt.   
 
    ∼ 
 
    The Mathieus and Karl, who had become a cozy threesome, celebrating everything from a name day to New Year's Eve together, were at the moment listening to the bells of the churches and cathedrals that competed in ringing in the New Year. A large selection of the finest French sausage, different types of aspic, and pâté and breads had been prepared and were to be followed with a glass of champagne for a cheerful toast. The highlight of such an intimate soirée, as the Mathieus fondly called it, consisted of their tales about revolutions, and their cruel parents’ severe punishments in their younger years, something Karl had trouble comprehending, since both had given him the distinct impression that they had been born old, but with the energy of a couple of strong horses. 
 
    He put aside the parent story, like he usually did with anything upsetting to him, and was ready to lift his glass, drinking to their health, which in itself was another irony, as both seemed to thrive on lengthy walks in freezing weather. The thought of it amused him and he smiled, toasting them, “Here is to your good health and our good times together! It will be almost four years since I arrived here, and I believe it is inexcusable for me to have stayed away from home so long. I've made up my mind that I must return home as soon as possible!” 
 
    “Three and a half years, Monsieur!” Elaine corrected, her happy mood ebbing away. 
 
    “How shall I ever explain that period of my absence to my children, when I cannot even explain it to myself?” he said in a stern but sad voice, accusing himself. 
 
    “We are not always responsible for our actions,” Elaine responded, moved by the tone in his voice. 
 
    “I'd like to believe that, Madame.” 
 
    “When will your departure take place, Monsieur Reinhardt?” Jacques asked stoically. 
 
    “I thought by the time I've finished school in the summer. I've invited my sister for a few weeks to Paris, and she will be happy to enjoy it again! I just thought it a good opportunity to give you fair notice, as all good things must come to an end at some time or another,” he explained, already sorry to have brought up the subject as he gazed at their melancholy faces. 
 
    “Well then!” Both made an effort to smile, while having nothing but sorrow in their faces. “It will be a pleasure for us to show our beautiful city to your sister, if she'll permit us!” 
 
    “I hope I am still invited!” he said in jest, trying to make some light of the situation. 
 
    “What a question, Monsieur!” Elaine scolded smilingly. 
 
    “We'll have to make a perfect plan and list what all we are going to see, Elaine, so we will not overlook any place,” Jacques uttered solicitously.  
 
    Elaine ignored his designs on the two Reinhardts. “We'll miss you terribly, Monsieur Reinhardt! Our best times have been with you!” 
 
    “I can agree on this also for myself, Madame. I’ll be forever indebted to you,” he replied with sincerity. “I only hope to be able to bring my two children for a visit someday, as now they are too young.” 
 
    “We shall be here waiting,” both answered in unison and Karl had no reason to doubt them.  
 
    “I am counting on it!” Jacques Mathieu sighed. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    No one could have predicted or foreseen the many changes that were to come that would alter the fate of France so rapidly. King Louis-Philippe turned reactionary and abdicated. Among the many other problems were the ideological writings of Karl Marx, who gained more and more in influence and popularity. As the second Republic of France was proclaimed on February 24, Paris had no other choice but to put up barricades again and brace itself for a new revolution. 
 
    All these events couldn't have come at a more inconvenient time for Karl, who was still trying to finish school and had not yet grasped the gravity of the situation. Since it was not advisable to be on the streets, in parks, or any other public gathering places, and school had closed its doors for the time being, he had to content himself playing occasionally with his cats and designing boulevards, enclosing his drawings in letters to his father and his friend George, always emphasizing how much Vienna could use better and wider streets as were offered in Paris in abundance. He outlined many of his plans upon his return home, being only partly optimistic about the outcome of such an undertaking in old Vienna, where the slow bureaucracy was legendary. He avoided going into details of France's situation, for fear his letter might be censored. His parents were even more worried about him being in France at such an inopportune time. His sister, on the other hand, was disappointed that her trip to France, which she had looked forward to with such anticipation, had to be canceled. She had, in her last few letters to Karl, underlined the importance of a meeting with him alone, as she had many secrets to share. “This time it is about real love!” she had written. “And our parents would never understand what my feelings are.” 
 
    This had come as a surprise to Karl, but after thinking it over, he suspected that it was again about a married man, remembering his mother's remark some years ago that his sister was as blind as a bat when it came to falling in love. He had been deep in thought when he heard his landlords coming up to his place. They were always disregarding the many warnings to stay indoors. As he opened the door, both were standing there completely out of breath. As he was asking them in, he saw their very worried faces and realized that things must have taken a turn for the worse.  
 
    They had just returned from a nearby pillar, where all the latest news was being posted. The Mathieus had gone through other revolutions and wars, followed by shaky peace treaties and then terrible hunger and more suffering. Many returning soldiers, whose only job had been to follow orders and to whom right or wrong was of no consequence, were now left to fend for themselves and try to stay alive somehow as well as their loved ones, who were not fairing any better. While many wished that they had been among the dead, they were given no choice but to wait it out until another war or revolution would be on the rise, just to relive the same misery again. 
 
    “Mon Dieu, Monsieur Reinhardt!” Elaine stammered, still out of breath and completely exhausted, holding her brother's frail hand. As Karl helped her to a chair and rushed to bring them something hot to drink, she just kept talking frantically. 
 
    “Mon Dieu, Monsieur Reinhardt!” she repeated. “We lived through the horrible revolution of 1789, watching together with our parents, heads being cut off! The guillotine was a gruesome sight, right Jacques?” 
 
    “Well, we just saw it as an adventure as nothing else exciting was going on then.” He smiled. 
 
    “Napoleon with his many conquests came and the war never seemed to end,” she continued. “My fiancée... I lost him! We had been engaged to be married. Oh, Monsieur, I never saw him again... just a memory... as he waved good-bye, blowing me a last kiss!” she elaborated, tears swelling up. “But you know our history as well as we do by now.” 
 
    “History yes, Madame. Wars and revolution, no! And that is where the difference lies... a great difference... incomparable to anyone's own experience. I hadn't been born yet, but my parents returned early from a delayed honeymoon when Vienna was being shelled in 1809.” 
 
    Both Mathieus exchanged appreciative glances at his remark, omitting Napoleon's troops, which had been responsible for that attack. 
 
    “In my family,” he continued. “politics are generally a dead subject, other than in reference to history, of course. My late grandfather as well as my father instilled very strong beliefs in us that the countries are being run by scoundrels, filling their own pockets, while leaving the subjects to rot and die in the most deplorable conditions!” he concluded sadly. 
 
    “Then there was 1830!” Elaine persisted in carrying her fear a step further. “This brought about the July revolution, Charles' dethronement, and Louis-Philippe’s crowning to become our new king, not of France, but of the French citizen. A regular king!” She paused, somehow elated. Karl was tempted to answer that even a regular king would neither give a thought nor a franc for her or anyone's plight other than to save his own skin, but decided to let her continue and get it off her chest. 
 
    “Now our future and the future of France is again at stake! When will this ever end?” she lamented. “I have a very bad foreboding. I have usually been proven quite accurate whenever something unpleasant is in the air. So please, Monsieur, put your travel plans aside for the time being. It is very dangerous in France just now!” 
 
    “The mob is becoming angrier all the time and very unpredictable. I have seen it before, Monsieur Reinhardt,” Jacques added in disgust. 
 
    “My plans, as you know, were to leave during the summer months. Let us hope things will be settled by then,” he reminded them quietly, stroking Elaine's hand. 
 
    Both shook their heads in doubt. 
 
    “It's the good things that disappear fast. Bad things usually linger on and then suddenly change for the worse,” Jacques said finally, ready to leave. 
 
    Karl asked them to share his leftovers, adding humorously, “The housekeeper is still in the habit of cooking for a whole family. She seems so cheerful and undisturbed by all that is happening around here. I believe she missed the whole uprising!” 
 
    “That's what servants usually are, unconcerned and living from day to day, depending on their master's good fortune,” Jacques shrugged in reply, accepting gladly the invitation, but once more turning gloomy and pensive, staring at nothing in particular. 
 
    “Many young men will die again, and for what?” Elaine complained, frightened, wiping her nose and trying to forget. 
 
    Both men looked at her in agreement. Any answer would have only more “whys” and “what for”, solving nothing at all. That is what revolutions brought about. For a new one to come, it is, was always, and ever shall be only a question of time. 
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    Vienna heard its first shots on March 13, 1848, as a large group of students, along with many other intellectuals, assembled in the coffee houses, demonstrating against Chancellor Metternich's policy of oppression. So far, the fate of the feeble-minded Emperor, courtly and politely called Ferdinand the Good-Natured, was not in danger, but his future had become quite uncertain. Austria, like France and certain parts of Germany was ripe for a big change. Vienna's new middle class, which included many disgruntled workers, joined forces in the upheaval against their monarchist absolutism, turning anti-Habsburg and pro freedom for the serfdom in general, especially in Hungary. 
 
    By now, the revolution had spread throughout most of Europe, with the exception of Switzerland, whose neutrality granted in 1815 was respected. It nevertheless got its share of refugees, which was no easy task to deal with, considering the enormity of the revolution and the small size of the country. 
 
    The posters in Paris were still informing citizens of the latest news in France including important changes taking place in foreign countries. Austria's greatest and most despised diplomat and chancellor, now an old man and of little or no help to the deteriorating situation, fled the country. The mob, as usual, was gaining the upper hand. 
 
    For the present, Karl had no choice but to conform to the circumstances, still hoping for a swift turnaround or any other way of resolving his planned return. 
 
    “Here are a few letters for you, Monsieur Reinhardt!” his housekeeper greeted him in her usual warmhearted tone of voice, knowing how anxiously he had been awaiting news from home for the past few weeks. 
 
    “Thank you, Pauline! I am amazed the mail is still arriving, if one considers all the dangers involved.” 
 
    “It is only by having my husband and people like him doing their utmost as coachmen and carriers!” she replied with a certain pride. 
 
    “Why didn't I think of that?” He smiled, opening all five letters simultaneously. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Vienna's uprising was nothing in comparison to the revolution brewing in the Reinhardt household, Karl soon noticed. As he read on, he became more and more devastated by his parents’ plight in regards to Christina's hopeless involvement with an Austrian officer. As it turned out, the man in question was Major Thomas von Walden, who was known to be a fortune hunter, having already ruined a few gullible women. Now he was working very hard on Christina's naiveté to accomplish exactly the same. 
 
    “There are even uglier rumors about the Major, dear son! But this I could only discuss privately and in person with you,” his father stated, completely distraught. 
 
    His mother's letter wasn't any less disturbing, emphasizing that he was needed urgently. George Auersbach's letter revealed more agitating details about the Major. It said, “While being well-built, extremely handsome, and with a gift of charm and flirtation, he is, as you know from previous talks we have had, also bisexual and the long-time lover of Rudolf Altmann, who just recently has broken his engagement again to a lovely baroness, sending her to the hospital with a nervous breakdown!” He continued, “There is no possible avenue any of us is able to take with your sister. She is totally smitten by this scoundrel!” 
 
    Christina's letter was rather short, referring only to her well-deserved happiness, which to her chagrin, no one was willing to accept or share. “Mama and Papa are behaving despicably. I have no choice but to reside at Lindenfels castle, since it is secure, sure not to be shelled or looted thanks to the protection of Major von Walden, who is willing to risk his life in order to save the Reinhardts. What do you say to this offer of sacrifice, Karl?” 
 
    He had very little to say and started to pack immediately. “A revolution in a country is one thing,” he thought. “but in my family, that's quite another matter!” This, at least, gave him a chance, no matter how insignificant, to be at their side when needed, and every letter lately had indicated just that. He had hoped to go home a few months earlier, but due to illness he had been delayed. Now his going home was a matter of urgency. 
 
    “Pauline! Do you know what the possibilities are to get a ride through France, let's say to the border of Switzerland? Money is no object,” he added. 
 
    How well she knew that money was never an object with him. She would miss getting double pay for half the work, and that was just one of the advantages she had enjoyed since she had been in his employ. She answered nevertheless. “In two days, Monsieur! My husband will be on his way to Switzerland for his regular mail pick up. There shouldn't be too many passengers since Switzerland permits only transients in and makes sure no one lingers on. Austria is a different story, however. I wouldn't be gambling on that!” 
 
    “I'm sure to be safe in my own country and certainly not afraid there.” 
 
    “But there are many Austrians that are, very much so, Monsieur!” she cautioned, convinced that his sudden departure must be in connection with Austria’s deteriorating situation and the worry about the safety of his family. “My husband knows the best and shortest routes, and above all, the safest inns,” she continued. “You needn't worry about being robbed with my husband as the coachman.” 
 
    Karl was less optimistic. He knew, however, that he couldn't lose any time. Now he had the hard task of facing his landlords and telling them of his imminent departure. He offered them an extra month's rent, which they refused to take, giving the reason that they only would rent to people that suited them and not for the money. 
 
    “You've given us so much pleasure just living here, Monsieur. Not to mention how much you have spoiled us these four years!” 
 
    “I was equally happy to be here!” 
 
    “We'll pray for your safety and even more for a happy return with your sister,” they assured him, understanding his reasons for departing, but still weeping bitterly. 
 
    Karl, too, left with a heavy heart, thinking of what he was leaving behind and also of the trouble laying ahead of him. Between lay only the journey from Paris to Vienna with plenty of time to reflect on his long absence from home, and he hoped that his lengthy stay in Paris would have some impact on his having become a better man. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    A passenger, who had boarded the coach to share the last few kilometers to the inner city spoke grimly, bringing more fear, frenzy and anxiety with him than Karl had experienced in all of his travel days. “Barbarous fighting has broken out all around the Stephan's cathedral! The man added worriedly, “I must get my family to a less violent place! Most of the people left months ago. I don't know why I didn't do the same. I've just always thought it would all calm down and get better,” he sighed. 
 
    Karl could only nod in agreement, thinking of the welfare of his own family until they arrived at his mansion. He thanked the coachman profusely for taking the risky detour to bring him right to his doorsteps as the streets were now overcrowded with soldiers. 
 
    “We are once again living in very unsafe times, sir. Ferdinand will have to abdicate. He has to go!” the coachman commented, as though he were talking about a neighbor. 
 
    Karl handed him a very generous tip, which he gratefully pressed to his chest, smiling sincerely. “I'm at your service to help with your trunk and luggage, sir.”  
 
    “Thank you, my luggage is light. I had to leave most of my things in Paris,” he stated truthfully, causing the talkative passenger to jump up from his seat, exclaiming, “Paris, France! And you are still alive, unharmed and have all your baggage?” 
 
    “As you can see for yourself, here I am. Even enjoyed traveling through their countryside!” he replied, leaving the awed passenger in bewilderment, talking to himself and scratching his head. 
 
    Nothing had changed at the Reinhardt entrance, even the “R's” and doorknobs were still carefully polished. He wondered whom he would encounter first and also what their reaction would be at his early arrival. As it happened, there were five of the servants armed with sticks and rifles to defend their master’s domain, who upon seeing him shrieked and slowly stepped backwards. Karl motioned them to keep quiet and whispered his plan to surprise his family. 
 
    “Mr. and Mrs. Reinhardt and your children have been in Lindenfels for weeks!” one of them told him, continuing. “They didn't want to take a chance staying in Vienna. They are all fine sir, considering.” 
 
    “Considering what?” He couldn't keep the sharpness out of his voice, thinking of his parents’ plight with Christina. 
 
    “The revolution, sir! There were hordes of riffraff who tore up all the eastbound railroad tracks. Now the military is mobilizing anti-Hungarian Croats to fight them!” 
 
    “Oh my God! What next?” 
 
    “You’d better leave too, sir! The road to Lindenfels may not be safe much longer.”  
 
    “Thank you, I'll do that. But first, I have to have a bath, some good Viennese cooking and a good night's rest,” he said with a forced cheerfulness, not deceiving his old faithful servants, who only knew too well the reason for his return and the ordeal before him. 
 
    On the way to his castle, he found out, among other little bits of news, that his sister had purchased a rather large old place and was having it fixed up. Also, she was planning to get married as soon as the revolution was over. 
 
    “When did all this happen?” 
 
    “A few months ago, sir.” 
 
    “Ah, well,” he answered, trying to conceal his astonishment.  “Some letters have taken several months to reach me.  Some may even have gotten lost with Europe being in turmoil again. The people just want more freedom. I hope something good comes out of all the effort, but I rather doubt it!” 
 
    “We are so happy you made it back safely. Our priest read quite a few masses for you,” Egon replied somberly.”  
 
    “And made us pray rosaries also!” Egon’s young son joined in, who had come along for the ride to secure a safe journey, since there was usually no shooting as long as there were children involved. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Tears of joy and excited squeals welcomed Karl, as he embraced his utterly surprised father and mother. They had both aged considerably, he noticed. Otto, now slightly bent and shaky, and Stephany, still serene and beautiful with streaks of white in her hair, carried expressions of grief and worry on their faces. Karl himself, though still handsome, was looking older than his thirty-three years of age. A hardness could be detected in his face.  
 
    “May I see my children now?” he interrupted the silence.  Looking around the room he observed a governess with a blond boy walking towards him rather hesitantly. 
 
    “How do you do, sir?” Alex said politely, inclining his head slightly, with a look that seemed to ask, “Where on earth have you been, when I needed you the most?” With a plea in his eyes not to be left with this stranger, he held on tightly to the governess. 
 
    Verena's greeting was of an entirely different nature. She had been well prepared by her frustrated French teacher, who had for months rehearsed with her a proper comportment when meeting her father. However, Verena instead threw herself at Karl's neck, shouting in ecstasy, “Papa! Papa! I am so happy to meet you, finally!” forcing his mind to ricochet back to when Louise had introduced herself with the very same words. 
 
    He was genuinely moved, appraising both of his children instantly with the conclusion that his son was a very handsome young man with impeccable manners, and although his daughter's looks were not exactly beautiful, she was so graceful and highly spirited that he felt she would never have any trouble charming the wrinkles off an elephant. 
 
    “Papa, you and I can converse in French or German!” Verena elaborated, still tightly holding on to him while looking for an approving nod from her teacher. 
 
    “We will child, each and every day!” he promised, overjoyed. 
 
    Alex was still quietly assessing him, not uttering even one word. Karl had expected that reaction from his older child and was now trying to give him all the time he needed to get reacquainted, taking full blame for his son's distant behavior. 
 
    “Alex, I would certainly love to see your collection of soldiers. That is, of course, when you feel like showing them to me.” 
 
    “They are always on display and you may see them anytime you wish to do so, sir,” Alex answered quickly, hoping to engage his father in a battle, in which he proposed to outwit him, as he did everyone else with great ease and pleasure. 
 
    “Well, well, well. I cannot ask for anything better, can I?” Karl winked at his equally pleased parents, who had been so overjoyed to see him return and had looked forward to the reaction of both Alex and Verena. 
 
    “It must have seemed like an eternity to my poor children!” he thought to himself, but he had no choice but to devote a major part of his time to his parents, at least for the next few days, since, after all, it was the main reason for his leaving Paris in such a hurry. 
 
    “I imagine you've forsaken your diploma for us,” his father said, interrupting his thoughts. Otto's hands were nervously gesturing, while Stephany stroked them comfortingly, trying to hold them still. 
 
    “No, Papa. I didn't have to, even though I would have gladly done so! I already had my twelve semesters finished when I received your letter,” he assured him, not without a measure of pride. “and they will mail my diploma to me as soon as things become more stable. Many students have returned home and are in the same situation. 
 
    “How are your landlords taking all the turmoil?” 
 
    “Very badly. I'll tell you more about them later, but first let's start with Christina. Have things calmed down?” 
 
    “No, dearest son! As I wrote you, we are beside ourselves and are still having our own revolution.” 
 
    “We've made no progress with this whole impossible situation and it is slowly killing both of us!” Stephany added in distress. 
 
    “You may not know it, but when I was a boy, I made a promise to grandfather. I repeated it as a young man to you, Mama, to help in any way possible. So here I am.” 
 
    “Words cannot express our relief and gratitude just to have you home, son. Just to think what could have happened on your journey home—” his father reflected somberly. 
 
    “I should never have left to begin with, but that is another story. Now, back to our prodigal Christina.” 
 
    “We fear her situation has gone far beyond anyone being able to change it or to help with it!” 
 
    “Don't ever give up, Mother! This is not like you at all.” 
 
    “Yes, but we really don't have any choice in the matter any longer. She told us at our last visit that at her age she is entitled to her own chosen lifestyle and happiness. I'm afraid that if we do not agree to it, she'll elope as soon as she has a chance. I mean, as soon as the uprising is over.” 
 
    “Elope? Why elope?” 
 
    “Because, as I said, she knows we would never consent to a wedding with that man nor attend it. It's as simple as that!” Stephany said scornfully. 
 
    “You must understand, Karl, this man is a monster!  He doesn't look it, of course, but despite his perfect manners, he has ruined the life and reputation of quite a few ladies as well as the financial affairs of their families through clever blackmail techniques of which he has become an expert! You too must consult with our lawyers about everything and anything. So far, Christina has only taken a small part of her inheritance with which she has bought the late Breyers’ rundown estate. She is having it refurbished to his specifications!” 
 
    “Oh no!” Karl said, completely aghast, remembering the spooky old place which in his youth had been ideal for a hide and seek game. Of course, that was when grandfather was still alive. “Poor Christina, she couldn't have possibly been in her right mind. It's dreadful just to think of it!” 
 
    “We fear this is just the beginning and that there will be a lot more awful things to follow. She is so in love and smitten by him which has caused her to become a completely different person! There is no more the Christina we knew and loved so much, not any longer the Christina you left a few years ago. You'll see for yourself!” 
 
    “Wherever did she meet him?” 
 
    “At last New Year's party at Baron Altmann’s,” his father intervened. 
 
    “His mother had died just two months before. Imagine the impropriety! Not even observing the time of mourning!” added mother. 
 
    “I have a feeling that there is more to it than meets the eye. Some foul play perhaps.” Karl was concerned, thinking immediately of George’s disclosure in regard to von Walden. 
 
    “We are of the same belief, son,” his father agreed. 
 
    “Well, we cannot put this on hold. I shall see Christina at once!” 
 
    “Good luck! She never accepts any visitors unless her Major von Walden is present.” 
 
    “Let her try to stop me. Aside from all concerns, I have reason to thank her for her efforts and devotion towards my children.  Like both of you, she was here for me in my most difficult time of life. Now I must repay her by being here for her. As you have always taught us, in life, one repays a good turn by a good turn!” He embraced both of them. 
 
    “Thank God for Karl!” both murmured almost at the same time. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Karl! Dearest brother, how wonderful to see you!” Christina exclaimed in joy, taken completely by surprise. “We were getting quite worried about you with all the many conflicting reports of Paris.” 
 
    “Believe me, Christina, Vienna is not any better off as far as I can see already.” He hugged her, noticing that her appearance had never been more radiant, happy, and unusually relaxed, just like any other woman truly in love. “Why did it have to be von Walden?” he thought, realizing at once how difficult it would be for him to resolve this miserable situation for both his parents as well as Christina. 
 
    “Good Lord, Karl! Do I have a wonderful love story to tell you! Just like yours and Louise's!” She saw his face tensing and changing colors. “I'm sorry Karl, please forgive me. I didn't mean to open any old wounds.” 
 
    “Old wounds? The wounds have never even begun to heal, sister! There'll never be any balms to heal them nor cure my grief. But let's disregard this and talk about you. I came here to embrace you and thank you for all the love and help you have given to my children. I've brought you something from Paris, although I haven't unpacked yet.” 
 
    “Never mind the present, Karl! You know I was delighted to help out. After all, what is a family for? And speaking of family, no doubt our prejudiced and unforgiving parents have already enlightened you. I can see it written all over your face, there is no sense denying it, brother!” 
 
    “I've come here to listen, not to judge.” 
 
    “Then let's sit down and get comfortable in this mess. I intend to have it finished by the time we get back from our honeymoon in Venice!” she vowed. 
 
    “What made you purchase this isolated ruin? It's almost impossible to reach it during winter.” 
 
    “It was Thomas’ idea and I love it! I took a few pieces from my wing and shall have the rest brought over here as we progress. Just like you and Louise did. Sorry Karl, but she is still so much on my mind. And seeing you, I can't believe she is gone!” 
 
    “That is why I make no apologies except to my own family. I don't know, myself, why I left and why I stayed away that long. No one may believe me, but I have absolutely no answer for my lengthy absence!” 
 
    She looked at him, tears streaming down her face, as she reached for his hands.  
 
    “Let's change the subject, dear Christina! How long have you known von Walden? What's more important, how much do you know about him?” 
 
    “All I want to know, all I need to know, and all I care to know!” she declared firmly, slightly irritated with his brusque questions. 
 
    “His reputation is not the best, to put it mildly.” 
 
    “Nor was yours in 1840, to put it mildly!” she protested, instantly turning defensive and retorting bitterly, “So Mama and Papa have told you all they've heard. I am telling you, it's nothing but a combination of jealousy and a lot of gossip they have been listening to!” 
 
    “Please, Christina. Don't get too agitated. It's not what our parents think alone that prompted me to become concerned. There have been letters from others to me, and all from people we both trust and who we know are interested in your well-being.” 
 
    “Oh Karl, come now! You know better! No one is really that concerned about us Reinhardts. The Rombergs are the only real friends we have, and I know they certainly would never speak on the subject, not even to you!” she lied. He realized then that love could make a person capable of just about anything, remembering his own lies he had told in the name of so-called love. 
 
    She continued. “The rest is envy, and we both know that envy is more vicious than hatred! Have you already forgotten how often we have talked about it in the past?” 
 
    “No, Christina, I haven't,” he admitted, remembering again his own predicament with Louise. He now was forced to give her the benefit of doubt. 
 
    “When do you plan to get married?” 
 
    “Plan to get married? We plan to elope, as you probably have heard already. It suits us just fine since Thomas' parents are equally upset and just as much against our getting married. The Lord only knows why. Maybe they are envious, but then, who cares! I shall become Baroness Christina von Walden and to be frank, I will have more treasures in my entrance hall than those impoverished von Waldens in their small castle!” she cried, self-satisfied. 
 
    “I wasn’t willing to believe it, but you have changed, Christina! How is it possible for you to forget your real values, a girl for whom possessions and titles never meant anything?” 
 
    “Thomas opened my eyes to the real world on all subjects of importance in life. Now I will have a title alongside my money and to top all this, a man that I adore!” she whirled in delight. 
 
    “In aristocratic circles, the title of baron is very insignificant, dear sister.” 
 
    “Perhaps when one is poor, but I have money. A lot of it!” she retorted quickly. “Let us also be honest with each other, Karl. I am thirty-two and have been in love with the wrong man for as long as I can remember. Don't ask me why, for there is neither a cure nor an answer. You know that much yourself! And when I met this handsome officer, the most charming gentleman God put on this earth for me, especially for me—” her voice trailed off as she smiled elatedly, pinching Karl's cheek. “I am not about to let him slip away from me just because my parents, his parents, and a few other have and have-nots are against our being happy together! Sorry to disappoint you Karl but this is the way I feel. No one has ever been able to change our parents', Louise's, or your mind and that is the way it should be also for me!” she snapped, ready to terminate this part of their conversation. 
 
    He smiled in agreement, but was still very worried. “Has he ever asked you to marry him?” 
 
    “Oh Karl! Has he ever!” she cheered in delight. “The very first evening, Thomas and I knew we couldn't live without each other. He proposed the second day. It happened exactly like with Papa and Mama! Same episode, wrong people apparently! As strange as it seems, I guess they both live under the illusion that this could only happen to them. They'll just never understand!” She did not get to finish her sentence, as her servant announced Major von Walden’s arrival. Christina's facial expression changed as if witnessing a miracle. 
 
    “Thomas, darling!” 
 
    “Christina, my dearest! I have barely ten minutes to spare,” he uttered, kissing her hand. 
 
    “Major Thomas von Walden— my brother, Karl Reinhardt.” 
 
    Their dislike of each other was instantaneous and mutual, but nevertheless they tried hard to make their greeting seem as cordial and as congenial as possible. 
 
    “How was your journey back from Paris? I presume you went through Switzerland since parts of Germany are experiencing some uprisings as well,” von Walden asked politely, though he was really entirely disinterested. 
 
    “Delightful!” Karl mocked. 
 
    “That's not what I hear from my headquarters.” 
 
    “As I tell everyone, Austria has its troubles also. We all are getting acquainted with that experience right here in Vienna!” 
 
    “I agree, but not for long,” von Walden answered firmly, walking towards the heavy silver tray with its selection of wines. “Our poor ailing Emperor will have to make room for a new Habsburger! Then we'll be able to send the troublesome Hungarians home with the help of our loyal Croats,” he added. “Sympathizers of the troublemakers will be imprisoned or killed and the whole affair will be back to the old order again!” He reveled in pride as if this resolving of Austria's revolution solely depended on him. 
 
    Christina gazed at him in wonderment and awe, as if God himself had spoken and all the world must stand still for the time of his lengthy speech. Karl had to bite his lip, so as not to quote Rousseau, 'that man was born free and being kept in chains everywhere!' Instead, he abstained from commenting, not sure where such an answer would lead him or his family, though prison didn’t seem unlikely. 
 
    “I must leave shortly in order to pay some visits to a few families in Lindenfels.” 
 
    “Have you seen the Auersbachs?”  
 
    “No, they also are on my list to be surprised.” 
 
    “Still the same Karl when it comes to sneak attacks?” 
 
    “Yes, Christina. But this is perhaps the only trait you can associate me with. Otherwise, I believe life has changed me completely!” 
 
    “I've noticed as much. Please give the children a loving hug from me. I do miss them so very dearly!” 
 
    “I'll gladly do that. I shall bring them along on my next visit, alright?” 
 
    “You will?” she replied, astonished but joyful. 
 
    “Of course, I will. What is so strange about that? They miss you, I'm sure, and I'm not about to put them in the middle of whatever problems there might be. They've suffered enough already! And thank you again, sister. I hope I'll be able to repay your kindness in full!” 
 
    “You will. I'm sure you will, Karl!” She smiled at him, relieved that their visit had taken such a pleasant turn. 
 
    The major saluted curtly as there had been no rapport between them, other than their mutual suspicion. And as for future visits, with or without children, he knew how to put a stop to that type of inconvenience. “My time is also up, darling!” Karl heard him say, as he walked towards his horse. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    He rode back, feeling very confused, discouraged, and defeated; somewhat like a general who had set out to win a battle and had had to make his retreat. Only there was no one here to regroup with, nor was there any chance for a new strategy to follow, leaving his mission incomplete. He hated to admit it to himself, but Christina's chosen one was rather handsome by any standard. Von Walden's curly black hair, the deeply set, intriguing brown eyes, flawless skin and beautiful teeth in a perfectly shaped mouth would make any woman's heart beat faster. His statuesque build made him the perfect specimen of an officer in Austria's finest cavalry regiment, which he doubtlessly represented with great pride. 
 
    Karl could not blame his sister's falling in love with him nor her loving him now unconditionally. If only the circumstances were more pleasant and a glimmer of hope for her well-deserved future happiness could be found. He realized, though, that at the moment there was nothing anyone could do, except wait and hope. His heart was heavy as he opened the door to his father's sitting room, only to find him nervously walking the floor, no doubt waiting for his return and hoping for better news from him than he would be able to offer. 
 
    “How was your visit with your sister, son?” 
 
    “I'm sorry, father, but I believe it is hopeless, at least at the moment.” 
 
    “Have you met him?” 
 
    “Oh yes, but only for a few minutes.” 
 
    “And what was your impression?” 
 
    “Well Father, if I didn’t know anything about him, I would say he could be the answer to any lady's dreams. However—” 
 
    “You do know about his other preferences, then? Altmann, for example?” his father interrupted. 
 
    “Yes, Father. George Auersbach told me years ago.” 
 
    They both looked to the floor, trying to hide their embarrassment, never having previously even touched on such delicate matters, regardless of their father-son relationship. 
 
    “Mother and I are heartbroken and it is killing both of us to look on and not being able to change a thing!” 
 
    “Where is she, poor thing?” Karl asked, feeling uneasy that he wasn’t able to bring her better news. 
 
    “She's reading to Verena.” 
 
    “And Alex?” 
 
    “Waiting patiently with his soldiers for you to have a battle with him. He really seems to enjoy your company!” 
 
    “I can't tell you how happy this makes me. At least there’s some good news!” 
 
    Otto dismissed Karl's joy. “It's like she's found the Messiah!” 
 
    “You'll still have the rest of the family.” 
 
    “How can we ever again hold up our heads?” 
 
    “I'm going to see the Rombergs and the Auersbachs tomorrow. Perhaps, together, we can come up with something to remedy the situation.” Karl tried to soothe his father's hurt, not knowing any better answer. Otto followed Karl reluctantly to the playroom, mumbling despairingly to himself. 
 
    “Ready for a battle with your father and grandfather?” 
 
    “Yes sir!” Alex cheered. 
 
    “You mean, you want to take on both of us?” 
 
    “It will be my pleasure!” 
 
    Karl turned and whispered to his father. “In a few years, we are going to send him, you know where?” He looked at his father. “I'm so ashamed of my thoughts just now.” 
 
    “I suppose, we both had the same.”  
 
    Karl smiled at his father, as if reading his mind and desire. 
 
    Stephany and Verena tiptoed into the room, quietly watching what must be a daily ritual — a story for Verena, a battle for Alex. He was now replacing Christina, as no one could ever replace Louise. Oh, dear God, how he missed her, especially in these familiar surroundings that held so many memories. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “It's getting worse by the hour. Blood is flowing in the streets everywhere!” Egon and his son, arriving from the city, brought the sad news. Vienna refuses to surrender, so Prince Schwarzenberg has given orders to fire until all resistance has been broken! There are rumors that the Emperor’s nephew will take over shortly. I hope it's true, sir!” 
 
    “As long as there will be an end to this useless fighting! The time is not right for a big change yet,” Karl replied seriously and added, “Are all our servants here?” 
 
    “No sir. Only I came back with my son. They fear the mob will get out of control and damage the mansion, possibly even plunder and loot! I have a better feeling about them staying there to watch and guard the grounds. There are, however, quite a few sergeants and soldiers close by guarding the place; at least one less worry.” 
 
    “We are only concerned that no harm will come to the people!” Otto intervened, exchanging meaningful glances with Karl, certain that he too was thinking that von Walden would doubtlessly be the one giving orders to watch the Reinhardt place. 
 
    “Don't leave Lindenfels, unless we ask you to,” Karl instructed, momentarily thinking of his landlords in Paris: Pauline with her cats, as well as her kind husband, who had gone out of his way to get him safely to the borders of Switzerland. 
 
    With more than two thousand civilians dead and countless wounded or crippled for life, the uprising was finally over by the end of October. But real peace had not yet been established and the endless business of court martials and executions had begun. Again, nothing had changed, other than the name of the Emperor. Only eighteen, but already carefully trained, Franz-Josef the First, as he called himself, expected a long line of Franz-Josefs to follow his reign for no other reason than carrying on the name of the Habsburgers. Once more, business was back to the old order, as Major von Walden had predicted. However, how long this was to last was anyone's guess, as it usually is with wars, revolutions, and their consequences; foundations always being carefully established just in time for a new problem to arise. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    The inevitable, yet still somehow inconceivable, took place in a short, civil ceremony in late November as Christina Reinhardt got her wish, becoming Baroness von Walden. It was by far the most hushed up affair in Vienna, with Rudolf Altmann and the Major's sister as witnesses and their only guests. The planned honeymoon in Venice had to be postponed until the following year because the court martials, which the Major had to attend to, were taking priority over their own personal affairs. 
 
    “Also, darling, the weather is a major factor. Traveling in November can only end in health problems,” he had explained in front of the new servants, all carefully picked by him, which came to Christina as but the first of many surprises that were to follow. Not only did they look forlorn and out of place, but were also inexperienced and vulgar, if not dirty, something that Christina had never been faced with and was totally unaccustomed to. 
 
    “Where are my servants?” she had asked, completely shocked. 
 
    “Back with your family, of course. You will have to learn to live with less and depend more on me! To be truthful, I never have really liked any of them and your intimacy with them. It left me quite jealous sometimes!” he lied to appease her, which left her with no other choice but to accept his persuasive answer. He continued. “However, darling, I have kept on Benedict for us. He is very good with his duties, especially cutting the firewood.” 
 
    “Thank you, Thomas! He being a deaf-mute, my family were the only ones who had given him decent work. I only hope his chores here will not be too hard on him!” 
 
    “No, don't worry darling! He will spend most of his time with our dogs and horses, work with which he is very much at ease.” 
 
    She smiled, relieved, giving him an opportunity to mention casually that his friend Rudolf von Altmann would temporarily move in with them, “as he feels quite lost, not only because of the tragic death of his mother, but also because of my marriage to you, my darling! Two Barons and one Baroness! Not a bad combination, is it? As I said, only temporarily.” 
 
    Somehow, she was rather glad about this solution since she had known Rudolf as long as the old Romberg days, and it would offer her an opportunity to have someone to talk with. Thomas seemed to be so overworked, aftermath of the revolution and what-have-you, that he hardly ever spoke to her and had moved across the hall. She'd spend all her hours reading and writing poetry, and on the occasion of his frequent and long absences, playing the piano. Life together with her new husband had not at all proven to be what she had imagined for her marriage. “It must be my fault, too demanding and spoiled and constantly comparing my parents’ life to that of my own. I’m simply expecting too much!” she would think, promising herself to try much harder to ensure a happier marriage for both of them. “Rudolf Altmann might just be the answer and possibly the one who could give me good advice to reach my goals!” she hoped. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Shortly after Karl’s visit to Christina, a letter had been delivered to the Reinhardts personally, stating that she desired no visits, neither his nor those of Alex and Verena, in order to be able to fully concentrate on her forthcoming marriage to von Walden. Karl, in turn, refused to accept the contents of this letter as being written by her voluntarily and had become increasingly suspicious. He had, however, no other choice but to keep his ears and eyes open and to rely on Benedict’s information via one of their own deaf maids, who would relate in detail what was happening at the Major’s house. 
 
    Stephany and Otto were outwardly still pretending not to have ever had a daughter and went about their daily routines. Trying to avoid telling his children of Christina’s marriage, Karl had told them that, now he had returned, it was their aunt’s turn to go on a long voyage. At his parents’ fervent and understandable plea, he and his children continued to live at their mansion, renewing his rental contract with George Auersbach, who in turn was glad to have such a roomy place for Anne and their growing wealth of offspring. 
 
    Other than taking a little walk in their gardens and stopping by the pond to see the still occupied swan house with a new generation of swans peacefully gliding by, Otto and Stephany hardly ever left the house. They would sentimentally reminisce about the good old times, Otto sighing, “Ah, memories. Now we have only our memories, dearest!” 
 
    “But then, so does everyone else who is privileged to live this long,” she would remind him, gratefully adding how much she treasured the present and to be together with him, as well as being able to see how much Karl and his children were enjoying their newly re-established relationship.   
 
    Time permitting, their old friend Romberg would come by for a chess game with Otto. Since his wife’s illness had progressed to the point where she was unable to leave her bed, Stephany would visit her at their home. For many years now, the two ladies had been close friends as well as confidantes, enjoying some time away from their aloof husbands, and also grateful to have a friend to whom one could disclose the petty as well as larger problems of the family. Karl would also visit the Rombergs at regular intervals, bringing the children and enjoying the company and lengthy conversations, carefully avoiding the mention of Louise or Christina’s names. 
 
    By now, Max and Moritz Romberg too were happily married and had become prosperous business partners in their chosen field of pharmacy. Both lived in Salzburg, Moritz and his wife looking forward to their first child. Bruno Kraus had become a famous tenor, by means of his beautiful voice as well as his infidelities, but Therese, still childless, had no intention of leaving him. She frequently traveled to visit her own parents, as well as his, who had, by now, become extremely fond of their daughter-in-law. The Auersbachs also behaved less and less snobbishly and had become very gracious to Anne, aside from being proud and grateful for those many little Auersbachs she regularly presented them with, while their other sons were still unattached. 
 
    Although Rudolf Altmann and Thomas von Walden, as well as Christina, were on everyone’s mind most of the time, one would never have known it. Nothing about them was ever uttered, even if it were burning their tongues, fearing not only the consequences for the Reinhardts or even the Rombergs, but also that of the two children. Von Altmann and von Walden had become quite powerful and were known to be full of vengeance against anyone crossing them. It was rumored that they personally attended each one of the executions like a sideshow, always with a smile on their face. 
 
    “Let’s talk about Christmas!” Stephany laughed, trying to lighten Mrs. Romberg’s mood, which lately was as changeable as the April weather. “There are only two more months,” Stephany continued.  “Last year was so depressing, despite our son’s return. The war was barely over and I could hardly stand to even think about the holidays. This year I mean to make up for it. How about all of you— and I mean each and every one of you, near or far— celebrating at our place?” Stephany put it as a question, but Mrs. Romberg knew from the assertive tone of her soft voice, however kindly put, that it was more of a command than request. 
 
    To Stephany’s surprise, Mrs. Romberg agreed with a smile. “What a wonderful idea! I assure you, we shall all be there. I might have to be carried, but I’ll come!” 
 
    “Karl will be so happy to hear it. He deserves to have a good Christmas together with his children and all his friends for a change.” 
 
    “Anyone calling me?” he joked, entering the room with a child on each arm. 
 
    “We are just planning an extraordinarily large Christmas party!” 
 
    Verena lost no time in jumping up and down in delight, clapping her hands, while Alex remained quiet, foreseeing only a lost night in which he and his father could challenge each other in battle. He knew that none of the Auersbachs’ children were interested in any of his games and Uncle George’s battle strategies were quite predictable, which bored Alex to death. 
 
    “All right, Mother let’s plan on it. And how about planning for a big New Year’s Eve party at the same time? But how will Papa feel about it?” 
 
    “I believe giving a party would be better than anything else we could do for him right now.” 
 
    Karl thought of Christina and Thomas, but the mere suggestion of trying to build a bridge between those two divided houses would only fall on deaf ears, or at least cause a great deal of problems. No one had seen Christina in the past few months except Benedict, who had reported to him that at times she looked a bit lost, if not aggravated, hating the slow-moving pace at which their house was being refurbished. But he also had reported that the presence of Thomas and Rudolf always seemed to make her come alive again. 
 
    He had been informed of her only visit to Mark and Ulrich Wiland’s offices sometime in August, where she had inquired about her financial standing in planning to draft her testament. While both brothers had been pleased with her foresight and had praised it as an excellent idea, they had become quite alarmed at its contents and had tried to advise her, to no avail. 
 
    At one of their dinner parties, von Walden’s own lawyer, who was not only one of their distant relatives but also a very good friend, had jokingly remarked about the Major’s visit to him. He had requested a notarized signature on his and von Altmann’s testament, which stated and that all of their assets would pass to his beloved wife, the Baroness von Walden! Ulrich Wiland had laughingly recounted the situation to Karl. “Aside from their mounting debts, neither one owns more than two vicious mongrels that won’t let anyone near the place! Even the late Anna Altmann had died impoverished. I know this firsthand, Mr. Reinhardt.” Becoming serious, he continued. “This is why I was left with no choice but to tell you, as not doing so would be inexcusable!” Karl was wide awake after hearing this disclosure by his lawyer, and had asked him which steps he could take to prevent any problems his sister might encounter. 
 
    Christmas Eve was now only three days away and Karl had been unsuccessful in persuading his parents to celebrate the event at Lindenfels as they had in the past. They had made it a point to mention to him that the convenience for the families with small children was their main concern, since a long sleigh ride in the unpredictable weather would jeopardize their attendance. They had, however, agreed that the New Year’s party could take place in his castle, as Lindenfels had already begun preparing the necessary guest rooms ahead of time. 
 
    “Maybe this will be a blessing in disguise,” he thought. With all the noise, chatter, and clamor he could probably get away without being missed. He had to see his sister with all the unsettling rumors of her weight loss and fragile health that had been brought to him recently via Benedict, as well as this last bit of unsettling news from his lawyers. In the meantime, Reinhardt’s lawyer, along with Von Walden’s lawyer, had decided on forging a foolproof plot since their information had been so disturbing. Karl had been the only one told about it, as his father’s health was visibly deteriorating, and his mother would only be upset and advise against it. All things considered, within a week their plot would have been executed and no one would be the worse for it, Karl decided. 
 
    As his thoughts returned to the present, all attending families were singing the carefully selected Christmas carols and Karl was not only surprised by Alex’s participation, but his joining his sister and cousins in reciting a Christmas story was even more astonishing, even bowing and smiling and enjoying their applause. The stunned visitors attributed Alex’s change in behavior to the growing relationship between him and his father, who not only had become his friend, but also the fair disciplinarian Alex had missed and now so admired. Karl and Alex even shared a secret. Alex would, on his tenth birthday, get his own military instructor. With a solemn promise from Alex to prove himself worthy of it and a hearty handshake, Karl knew he had won this round. 
 
    The time had come to open the presents and Verena, again the most excited of all, was kissing and hugging her beautiful porcelain doll that had been clothed in an exquisite blue velvet dress, adorned with lace and satin. The Auersbach children had received a variety of toys carefully selected for them according to their different ages and none of them wasted any time in thoroughly enjoying them. Alex had found himself a chair in a less crowded corner and was carefully unwrapping a made-to-order uniform of the imperial cavalry. He was stroking the fine cloth softly, his eyes wide open and happily smiling, finally holding it up for everyone to see and admire. None of the family had ever seen him more excited. 
 
    The rest of the family was oohing and ahhing over the many different handmade presents and the obligatory books— romance for the ladies, and history and science for the gentlemen. Karl now brought out another box and presented each guest with a rare gold coin or a carefully selected piece of jewelry and his sincere words of thanks for their contribution towards his family during his absence. For his father, he had acquired a pocket watch by Vacheron Constatin, the best watchmaker in Switzerland, and made his mother a present of the most exquisite diamond pin in the shape of a snowflake. For his sister, he had purchased a bracelet of the finest sapphires, which he planned to put on her wrist the first chance he got. Observing their pleased smiles, he was sure that at this blessed time of the year, when all should rejoice, his parents’ troubled thoughts would be on their daughter, no matter how they tried to disguise their unhappiness. 
 
    “Something must be done about Christina,” Mrs. Romberg whispered to Karl at the first given opportunity. “And I feel it has to be soon!” 
 
    “Something is being done. New Year’s Eve is the day, but in God’s name, please do keep it to yourself!” 
 
    She smiled with satisfaction and he knew any secret he had would always be safe with any of the Rombergs. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    For Christina, Christmas existed only on the calendar.  Thomas and Rudolf encouraged her to accompany them on one of their rare appearances at the servants’ quarters, giving presents to their crude staff who hardly took notice of her, continuing eating and drinking, only thanking and smiling at Thomas and Rudolf. A new woman had been added recently who gave the distinct impression of being better suited to a brothel than to a personal maid to Christina. 
 
    “This is our Christmas gift to you from both of us, darling,” Thomas beamed, knowing how very degrading this must be for his deeply disappointed wife. 
 
    “My name is Madeleine,” the redhead announced, pondering Christina’s face with an insolent look. She went on matter-of-factly. “I’ll be looking after your personal needs,” she said, putting both of her fists on her hips, daring Christina for a challenge. 
 
    “Not as long as I’m alive!” Christina thought, giving her a look of superiority which did not go unnoticed by Thomas. 
 
    “You two will be just fine,” Thomas mused, hoping to make Christina feel even more uncomfortable in an attempt to break her spirit. 
 
    Christina’s once very obvious élan had already been marred when Thomas let her know that she was not to receive visitors any longer nor open the mail and gifts that were delivered to the Walden house unless one of them had given full approval, because he feared that her family, out of anger over their marriage, might try to hurt her. So far, she had no suspicions that either one of them ever withheld any of her mail since, every now and then, they would let her have some of the less important things. Her living quarters had also become a lot more limited now, he claiming the place was still incomplete and that certain rooms could not yet be heated, as well as letting her know that he had to carefully budget the enormous expense which restoration of the house was costing him. Any suggestion by her to use her own money, as they had previously agreed upon, only brought about a smirk to his face and a cool reply that some people might think he had married her only for wealth, which, against her better judgment, led Christina to believe what she wanted to hear, that he had really married her because he loved her. 
 
    Rudolf Altmann had also become a great disappointment to her, having changed considerably soon after she had had her testament rewritten, making both of them her sole heirs. He was not as talkative and courteous as before, giving her only short answers, more often than not in a sarcastic tone. He also did not waste time on her any longer, spending most of his free time with Thomas under the pretext of having to discuss work. Thomas, on the other hand was always polite, his fixed smile showing all of his beautiful white teeth, nevertheless making clear his indifference to any of her wishes or pleas, categorically repudiating them and finding the perfect excuses for not obliging her. Both men had adjoining rooms, claiming that their conversations were strictly about military matters and would, if anything, just bore her anyhow. 
 
    Physical contact between her and Thomas consisted now of an ostentatious goodbye or welcome kiss performed for the benefit of the servants and Christina had long realized her grave mistake. While she was not too proud to return home to ask for her family’s forgiveness, she had practically been cut off from everyone and anything, living more and more like a condemned prisoner in that faraway old house. In her desperation, she knew she had to make a plan for herself, and she had finally decided on Benedict, whom she knew she could trust. She had picked up sign language, perfecting it in her work with charities. In fact, she had found Benedict there, which she luckily had never disclosed to Thomas. She did have to find some way to communicate with Benedict, which presented a problem insofar as he would mostly keep to himself, training dogs, attending to the horses and stable, hardly ever looking her way. Since Christmas, it had become even harder for her to be alone. The newly hired redhead was always following her around, and had begun to snoop around in all parts of the house taking notes, whenever she thought to be unobserved. And being in Thomas’ employ, Christina was certain that she was reporting to him every move she made. Not being careful in obtaining Benedict’s attention would only be risking his dismissal. And then what? 
 
    Since she had not been able to see him anywhere around on Christmas Eve and had not been able to give him his Christmas present along with the little note she had written to Karl, wishing him the best for the season and the coming year, she had now removed the note from the gift, fearing to be discovered, only hoping now for a better chance on New Year’s Eve. By pretending to wish Benedict the best for the coming year, she might be able to tell him to explain to Karl how urgently she needed his help, as her instinct told her there was no time to lose. 
 
    Despite her anxiousness and grief, a faint smile came to her lips when she recalled her brother’s last visit and his offer of repayment. She hoped he had forgiven her for her insulting letter, refusing to see him and his children. Remembering him to be a good listener gave her a feeling of hope for forgiveness, but she also knew that ultimately, she would have to do a lot of explaining. 
 
    There was no doubt in anyone’s mind that von Walden and Altmann had laid out a carefully planned scheme, through which they had been able to introduce Christina to von Walden to begin with. Mark Wiland’s firm warning could therefore not be strong enough when he told Karl, “It will take great effort as well as cooperation on all our parts to bring these two gentlemen down and to justice. And once we have that scheme uncovered, we can only hope that your sister has become wiser and will want to come home. Otherwise, I don’t even dare to imagine the consequences!” 
 
    “According to Benedict’s reports, she is in a really bad frame of mind as well as not being very strong physically.” 
 
    “I heard that to her present personal maid, she is nothing short of defiant.” 
 
    “How should she not be?  That woman has been hired by her husband, and Christina would have to be a fool not to know that she is there only to serve his purposes. Whatever bad judgment my sister may have shown in the past, she is no fool!” Karl added. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Thomas von Walden and Rudolf Altmann were sitting together, lazily enjoying a bottle of Reinhardt’s finest brandy, reminiscing on their own masterfully planned scheme. 
 
    “Wasn’t it a coincidence to have been able to meet Christina at your party, and to have won her heart so swiftly?” Thomas laughed contemptibly, thinking how fast she fell for him and how incredibly quickly she had agreed to an engagement. 
 
    “Indeed, it was,” jeered Rudolf. 
 
    “And wasn’t it coincidental that the revolution aided us in getting married without much ado and not stirring up any fuss with the dear in-laws?” 
 
    “Indeed, it was,” Rudolf agreed with his own deplorable smirk. 
 
    “I’m still surprised that the Reinhardt’s never even got their lawyers involved….or at least intervened themselves.” 
 
    “That was perhaps the one problem we didn’t expect to be solved so smoothly. And I know why!” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because at that time, we didn’t realize that Christina was still her strong and willful self and wouldn’t let anyone come between us.” 
 
    “Aha! But we finally have to finish this little episode of my life on a more serious note. My beloved wife will just have to meet with a little accident which will put us on the greener side of life.” He smirked ominously, rubbing his hands. “New Year’s Eve will provide the perfect setting!”               
 
    Both had heard of Reinhardt’s New Year’s Eve party where all of their family, friends, and anyone of notability were invited, of course, excluding the von Waldens and Altmann. This alienation assured them that no surprise visits would take place. In addition, the servants would be drunk and noisily celebrating with cheap brandy and wine until they fell to the floor, remembering nothing. Christmas Eve had already been a good example of it. Madeleine’s contribution to their drunkenness never even entered their minds. The hiring of this new maid was only a temporary thing anyhow, her having already asked for a night out to be with her boyfriend. Normally, she would have been slapped for her insolence and discarded like trash; however, it was convenient to have her at this time, keeping an eye on Christina. His lawyer had asked to borrow her over the holidays. 
 
    “Aside from doing him a favor right now, we will always be able to blackmail him with his harlot just in case we run into any problems with ‘our inheritance’. 
 
    “Our plan is getting better by the hour!” Rudolf smiled, pleased, feeling completely safe in executing their well-rehearsed plot. 
 
    “Good thing that idiot Benedict was willing to give that prostitute a ride to town. Luck seems to be on our side all the way!” 
 
    “Here’s to our future!” both toasted each other in a very euphoric manner. Von Walden had, by sheer coincidence, become aware of a sweet-smelling substance called chloroform when visiting a friend at a military hospital in 1847. This man had been wounded by friendly fire during a war exercise and had raved to him about this great medical breakthrough. “You have no idea. No pain. It just puts one to sleep in no time at all, and you either wake up and get well, or you don’t!” he had laughed, having just had his arm amputated. “The doctors know by now, of course, what they are doing, and not to overdose you. The substance has been known and used since early 1830 mostly, however they did overdose or under-dose… so, as I said before, either you woke up, or you didn’t.” 
 
    As of that day, Thomas von Walden had become completely obsessed by the idea of possessing such an ideal tool, and had finally been able to get a hold of a small bottle from a drunken orderly at their military hospital. He had promised to overlook his inebriated condition, saving him thus from being court-martialed by getting him transferred to his homeland in Serbia. Little did this man know that von Walden’s actions purely served his own purposes when thanking him for his kindness. Von Walden, never having been the perfect gentleman everyone thought but always having an evil nature, had been planning to get to some woman’s fortune, not having anything else but his name. He had, however, always at the last moment been found out or didn’t want to indebt himself to some ugly hag, but now he had the tool in his hand to change his future. All he had to do was find a wealthy woman. And his Rudolf just happened to know one…. the wealthiest one around.  
 
    Rudolf had said, “All we have to do is invite a group of the wealthiest people to our New Year’s party, of which Christina Reinhardt will be one. And I can almost guarantee she will come if I invite her.” And she had. It had all worked out very easily.  
 
    “Baron Thomas von Walden. Miss Christina Reinhardt.” 
 
    “Delighted,” both had answered. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Dear Thomas! Almost to the hour, we met two years ago,” she uttered hoarsely, her cold worsening as the day went on. Both were climbing the stairs to her room, as he had advised her to rest and drink some hot lemon tea. 
 
    “I hope next year we shall have our own big New Year’s party,” she lied, expecting to be rescued by Karl long before that. 
 
    “The largest Lindenfels will ever have seen!” he lied in answer, adding firmly and not so subtly, “Providing you can behave like nobility and not like a scullery maid!” 
 
    “A scullery maid?” She feigned ignorance. 
 
    “Yes, my darling! It was quite demeaning for me to watch that toothless old deaf-mute smiling at you, observing your absurd gesticulations!” 
 
    “But, dear Thomas! I only was trying to wish him a happy New Year and to apologize for missing him during Christmas.” 
 
    “You apologized to him, to a wood cutter? This is preposterous! No wonder he didn’t stop grinning. Even an imbecile like him knows that a mistress has never any cause to apologize to a servant. Yet, to my other staff, you always find cause to be rude, including our newly hired maid, who tries to please you to no end!” He accused her harshly. 
 
    “So sorry, Thomas! It’ll never happen again, I promise. I’ve not been well lately.” 
 
    Both, in their own way, said to themselves, “To be sure, it’ll never happen again,” as they returned to their respective rooms. 
 
    Opening her bedroom door, she added sarcastically, “A happy New Year to you and Rudolf!” 
 
    “We shall see you later. At least have a toast to the coming new year. By the way, I am sorry to have spoken to you so harshly, darling. I just don’t care for this Benedict with his toothless, sinister looks toward me. I did keep him on, only because of your promise to him. I can’t see for the life of me why you feel so sorry for him.” 
 
    “If he makes you uncomfortable, dear, then he will have to go.” 
 
    “Then I shall let Madeleine go. I want you to be happy too.” 
 
    Both smiled at each other and their obvious lies. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Not one of the invited guests had declined to come to Karl’s party; all having a grand time, except for the Reinhardts. Stephany was worrying over Otto, who appeared nervous, mostly conversing with their lawyers. 
 
    “Papa claims to have an upset stomach, but I feel that there must be something else that is not right, Karl. You too seem preoccupied tonight.” 
 
    “Oh mother! I just feel rather uncomfortable, all these eager women again; already hinting at how much they love my children. It’s the marriage market all over again.” 
 
    “It has been almost six years Karl. Some may be convinced that you need a wife again. You are, after all, only thirty-four years old.” 
 
    “It just wouldn’t be fair to anyone. No one can ever replace my dear Louise. She’ll always be closer to me than anyone, no matter how lovely. I hope you do understand, mother.” 
 
    “How well I do, son,” she replied with a sigh, very relieved, having suspected a different kind of problem. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Benedict could not make out where he was to take this overdressed redhead, pointing to him the direction at every turn which was ever more leading to the castle. “How strange,” he mused, since he only knew of two more estates to pass on his way to his master’s mansion. And he knew only too well that a woman of her low caliber would never get a foot through the Reinhardt’s doors. He became more and more anxious to get her to her desired destination. The only reason he had offered her a ride was to ensure being able to leave the von Walden estate in order to deliver his mistress’s urgent message to Karl Reinhardt. 
 
    In his scribbled note he had asked for the night off, pretending to visit a dying relative, and had been amazed at the prompt consent of von Walden and Altmann. Both of them had even suggested he use their sleigh, which in fact belonged to Christina. Madeleine and he had thanked the masters and promised to return by midnight. 
 
    “Never mind. There is no hurry, it’s a holiday!” Thomas had protested, relieved to have both of them out of the way. 
 
    “You think there is something going on between those two?” the infidels derided. 
 
    “Nothing would surprise me with a harlot like her, except that our lawyer is coupled up with her. This is really stooping too low!” Rudolf said in disgust. “I hope he realizes how much he is indebted to us!” Both of them smirked in agreement. 
 
    “Well, now I’m where I wanted to go, but what about her?” Benedict thought, finally having reached the castle. He had stopped the sleigh, trying to figure out how to make her understand that this was the place he needed to go and that he had come to get someone to continue the ride with, even though no one came to his mind. To his surprise, she jumped out of the sleigh, smiling mischievously; and blowing him a kiss with one hand while holding her red wig in the other, she hastened to the castle’s side door. It was Benedict who sat there agape.  
 
    Numb and motionless, he sat, trying to digest the unexpected turn of events, not sure whether or not he should make the incident known to Karl Reinhardt. He wondered if she had been hired to keep an eye on his mistress. If so, why only a week ago? Also, her daily disappearances which both of the masters were taking in stride, had caught his immediate attention. He was sure that Christina was afraid, as she had begged him to bring Karl Reinhardt at exactly midnight to her back door. Obviously, she was counting on all the church bells ringing, shouting and the noise of fireworks to cover her rescue without arousing any suspicions. “Well,” he thought, “there’s still plenty of time….barely nine o’clock and only forty minutes for the ride there.” He finally descended, covering the horses with woolen blankets since the guests had taken up all the stables. “Soon, all will be over and I will be a Reinhardter once again,” he mused, in great spirits now. 
 
    “Thank God you are back safely, Madeleine! All of us have nearly gone crazy with fear!” Ulrich Wiland’s wife greeted her courageous sister. “I’ll get Karl immediately!” 
 
    “You had better! Something new has developed, and now, I believe, we’ll need to change our plans. Christina has been talking to Benedict in sign-language; I doubt I was the only one who saw it. He is the one who brought me back here, undoubtedly carrying a message. So far, everything has worked according to plan. We must be doubly careful not to put Christina’s life in jeopardy. Look, I even have my very own back door keys to the von Walden estate.” 
 
    “How accommodating of them. Where is Benedict now?” 
 
    “Possibly in the kitchen with the deaf maid, putting in perspective the things he has to tell Karl Reinhardt. Her speech is a bit slurry but easy enough to understand.” 
 
    A Professor of Medicine and Mr. Romberg were monopolizing the attention of Stephany Reinhardt, who had her back turned to Karl as he was now being called away. He had forewarned his mother of his possible absence, claiming to want to spend some time with his children. Both children had been permitted to watch the goings on for an hour from the top of the stairs. Verena, of course, enjoyed it immensely, whereas Alex found it to be dull and boring, and returned to his soldiers early. 
 
    Otto, who had been informed of the plan of rescuing Christina only a day ago, was so relieved, but also anxious, even though Karl’s plan seemed sound to him. They would deal with the consequences of taking Christina away from the von Walden residence through the Wilands, since in the eyes of the church, the pair was considered unmarried and living in sin, being wed only by a registrar.  
 
    Egon and Benedict were already on the sleigh. George’s part was to secure a policeman in case of a fight or any other problems. Every detail had been worked out for any and all complications. Madeleine insisted on going along because she and Benedict had vowed to return around midnight. She had furthermore familiarized herself with the house and was able to find any room in the house in the dark. She did, however, stop to warn them. “Even though we have the full moon on our side tonight, we must still watch our every move!” Accepting her brave offer and knowing she would be very useful in their undertaking, Karl nevertheless reminded her of the possible violence she might encounter. 
 
    She only nodded. “On Christmas Eve, I had already taken care of all the available bottles the servants were permitted to drink. Mr. Romberg’s sleeping potion caused quite an uproar then! Both Barons, although angry about the incident, had laughed at their drunken behavior, which lasted until the late morning, not one of the servants being able to make them breakfast. I obliged, of course, since no one else was able to cook. However, the Baroness became very upset with my interference and really let me feel her ire. Ever since that incident, which occurred on my second day there, she has completely ignored me, which really is not hard to understand!” 
 
    “I know you will be loved by my sister very much after all this is over…and rewarded.” 
 
    “You know I’m not doing it for rewards! I admire her character so very much. She has occasionally seen me snooping around, yet she has never uttered a word about it.” 
 
    “Never any questions?” 
 
    “Not a word. Complete distrust and even more dislike.” 
 
    “With your rouged cheeks and charcoal on your eyebrows, no one can honestly blame her for not talking to you. Even von Walden’s lawyer remarked that you might go very far on the stage!” her sister teased. 
 
    “Great idea! I played his stow-away mistress so well that both Barons shall vouch for my talents, if they should ever find out who I really am!” 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Christina’s cough and lightheadedness was increasingly getting worse, the coughing so hard at times, that she blew out the candles standing nearby. She asked Thomas, as he and Rudolf entered her room carrying a silver tray with three goblets, to light at least one candle. 
 
    “The beautiful moonlight should keep the room sufficiently lit, darling,” he chided. “I’ve brought something to drink, and a freshly sliced lemon for you, as I heard your continuous cough. You also seem to have a fever. Maybe it would be wise to fetch a doctor,” he said, pretending to be concerned.  
 
    She, however, thinking of Karl coming to take her away, asked him to wait until morning, knowing that the best care would be back at home. 
 
    “Then at least have a sip of cognac with some lemon juice. It’s an old remedy said to work wonders.” 
 
    “Thank you for being so caring. Both of you. At times, I had the feeling that you didn’t like me any longer and that somehow I’d failed you.” 
 
    Both reacted with feigned surprise. “With our involvement in the legal matters of our military courts, we’ve just been completely exhausted. We have, however, been planning to take a few weeks away from our duties to be with you more, darling,” Thomas added lightheartedly. “Let’s drink to your well-being now.” 
 
    “Would you please squeeze the lemon for me? I feel so weak.” 
 
    “But of course, darling. One more glass?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    “Then we shall drink one for you,” Rudolf smiled, enjoying the fine aroma. 
 
    “Speaking of quality, this is really it. No doubt it was shipped directly from the town of Cognac!” Thomas answered, refilling both their glasses for the third time. 
 
    Christina only mumbled incomprehensible words, dropping back on her pillow and falling fast asleep. 
 
    “This is getting better by the minute!” Rudolf was delighted, forever having counted the months, weeks, days, and now finally arriving at the last remaining minutes. “This bad cold of hers is really advantageous to us. No resistance!” 
 
    “We might as well get it over with before she wakes with all the noise from downstairs, or perhaps another coughing spell.” 
 
    “Good idea! It’s almost ten. Just the right time!” 
 
    “But let’s refill our glasses once more and have a toast to our good fortune and all her money,” Thomas added, grinning hideously. 
 
    “Our money!” Rudolf interrupted, adding, “Here’s to us, Thomas!” 
 
    “To our life together, Rudolf!” 
 
    Christina was breathing heavily, gasping for air, as Thomas held her up slightly, administering the chloroform until she fell sideways with a last choking sound. 
 
    “That should do it.” He grinned without a trace of guilt or remorse, looking satisfied at Rudolf. 
 
    “I believe so too,” Rudolf replied, taking a last glance at her ashen face, taking both hands out of his pockets and placing the small bottle on the silver tray, heading towards their bedroom. “I’ll be waiting for you, Thomas.”               
 
    It had been a cinch. Nothing more than the equivalent of the daily routine tasks of the two seasoned officers, who had been so wrongly entrusted with power, misusing it to the utmost. Both were full of pride and satisfied in their merciless pursuit of the poor devils being tried, signing away their lives with death sentences, and taking pleasure in watching their executions. Their only contribution in life was to make it as miserable as possible for their fellow men and then sniffing it out at their pleasure. 
 
    “I’ve left the door to her balcony slightly open and put her cover on the floor, as if it had slid off, just in case!” 
 
    “In case of what?” 
 
    “The redhead returning early!” he told Rudolf, contentedly changing into his pre-warmed nightgown, getting ready for their nightly ritual. 
 
    “The time doesn’t really matter. The maid should never have left her ailing mistress. And how careless of her to leave the door open to the bitter cold.” 
 
    “Madeleine looks very suspicious,” Thomas frowned. 
 
    “I can’t wait to see their faces tomorrow!  Our lawyer has his work cut out for him.” 
 
    “Not if he is as clever as I believe he is! In any case, we shall be rich soon and live just like the Reinhardts!” Thomas rejoiced.  
 
    They both had fallen sound asleep shortly after. Madeleine had made sure to dose their favorite cognac with an extra spoonful of the sleeping potion; and since they had consumed several glasses to celebrate Christina’s untimely death, they would have quite a painful awakening in the morning. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “We may as well get ready to leave,” Karl suggested eagerly to his friends, who were equally anxious to go and retrieve poor Christina. Once again, they rehearsed their new plan, aided by Madeleine and Benedict’s knowledge of the layout of the house, not taking any chances so that they might bring their rescue mission to a successful conclusion. They all knew that they were dealing with two criminals who were widely known as Vienna’s blue blood butchers and perverts in officer’s uniforms. 
 
    At Otto’s insistence, Stephany had been told, and rather than breaking down, she had told them how much she admired their courage and appreciated their willingness to undertake her daughter’s rescue. “I’ve thought of her so much, especially during Christmas, but was apprehensive to mention it due to my husband’s ill health.” It was as it always had been with Otto and Stephany: one protected the other from any unpleasantness or problems. 
 
    “Why didn’t you talk to me, Mother?” 
 
    “The odds of intervening successfully, let alone trying to get her out of that lion’s den, were so slim. I also had a secret contact there and know of their wicked servants and the vicious guard dogs,” she smiled at Benedict. “He’s quite a fellow!”  
 
    Karl patted an elated Benedict’s shoulder, grateful also to him. “Let’s go!” 
 
    “Godspeed to all of you!” Otto said, teary eyed. 
 
    “I pray nothing will go wrong!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mother. We are seven against those two, and the servants pose no problem, as Madeleine has made sure of that,” Karl vowed. 
 
    “Their masters should not be difficult either, for they had double of what the servants got,” Madeleine assured. 
 
    “Tell her we love her,” Stephany called in elation, anticipating Christina’s return. 
 
    “Tell her we always have!” Otto added, cheerfully now. 
 
    “She’s always known that. Why do you think she wants to come home? Where love is.” Karl smiled closing the door. 
 
    “What a blessing to have a son like him.” 
 
    “Yes, Otto,” Stephany answered, already feeling much more at ease as they returned to their unsuspecting guests. 
 
    “Otto had to rest a bit,” she told the professor casually, not feeling guilty for lying. Her daughter’s returning home would warrant even greater lies, if necessary. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “I don’t like this! I can see your sister’s bedroom door wide open!” Madeleine whispered to Karl fearfully. 
 
    Karl had just remarked how lucky they were not to have to use a lantern because of the bright moonlight. 
 
    “Maybe she went downstairs and is hiding somewhere, knowing we are on our way,” Karl whispered back confidently, reminding everyone of his or her positions. 
 
    Madeleine was the first to run up the back stairs leading to Christina’s bedroom via the balcony, promising to give them the signal when to come up. Nothing short of a cannon shot or even the ringing of the church bells from the nearby villages could awaken anyone. Von Walden and Altmann were laying in their bed in an embrace, both snoring noisily.               
 
    “Good Lord, stand by me!” Madeleine ran to the window, waving frantically for them to come up. Benedict and Egon remained at the sleigh, peaking through its cover and waiting for their sign. 
 
    “Oh my God! Oh no!” they moaned and wailed at the frightful sight of Christina’s body. 
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    Her mouth open, arms and legs slightly apart, the frozen nightgown barely covering her exposed body, Christina lay stretched out on her bed and all knew at once that she was beyond help. They found her bed cover neatly arranged on the floor, and were immediately convinced that their worst fears of her being murdered by a well-calculated and carefully arranged scheme had come true. They also knew who had carried it out, and now lost no time in confronting the two murderers. Madeleine motioned them to their suite, cautiously checking her red wig so that it was still in place. Karl and George went to the side of the bed where Thomas was sleeping with Mark and Ulrich positioning themselves on the other. 
 
    Madeleine noticed the little bottle with a label marked CHCI3 Chloroform, which had been placed on the tray next to the half-empty lead crystal brandy decanter. Trembling, she handed the bottle to Karl, exclaiming, “This is the way Christina has been put to death!” She looked aghast at all and waited for them to confirm her find. 
 
    Karl, pale with fury, screamed, “What did you do to my sister?” He was pulling Thomas up, gripping his hair and shaking his head back and forth, while George just stood there not able to move. Mark and Ulrich were standing over at Rudolf’s side, ready to restrain him, should he wake up from Karl’s screams. 
 
    “I ask you again! What have you done to my sister?” Karl shouted, still shaking and pulling at Thomas. 
 
    Thomas, his eyes blinking slowly and drowsily, looked at him in disbelief, not sure if this was really happening, or still part of his dream. He tried to speak, but no words came out. No drill or training in his Emperor’s army had prepared him for this situation. It seemed to him that the brassy redhead was holding up his special little bottle, which they had forgotten to put away after their passionate lovemaking, and instead had fallen asleep. Still perplexed by Karl’s screams, he tried his utmost to rub his eyes and form a word, but was, thus far, only able to stare blankly at them, listening to Karl and George’s accusations. They were telling him he would pay dearly for this and all other crimes he had ever committed. He could also hear other voices joining in. 
 
    “Well, that would be the day!” he thought.  For the time being, he was incapacitated, but far from crazy. He and Rudolf would dish out any punishment! The Reinhardt and Auersbach names did not guarantee them exception, they should know that much by now. His eyes caught a glimpse of Mark and Ulrich Wiland, standing over Rudolf. Was his vision gone too? He could see, where before, he had only heard voices. 
 
    “We’d better get the police at once, now that Christina is dead and our plan has become void,” George muttered. 
 
    “We must think fast and clearly now. What about someone from the military? I don’t mean a mere sergeant. We need to get this to an authority! No matter what anyone thinks, I know the military is responsible for the actions of these two!” Mark insisted. 
 
    “These two scoundrels in a military court? Not with me around! I’d rather give my last Gulden to get them tried in a regular court; to get justice for my sister!” Karl shouted, still holding on to Thomas, not letting him get up. “In a military court, they would be able to lie and deceive everyone as usual, causing my poor parents even more grief than they already will have to sustain now that their daughter is gone. And probably get away with their crime!” he added firmly. 
 
    “You are absolutely right in your assumption. But this doesn’t change a thing,” Ulrich stated bleakly. 
 
    They were still deliberating at length and in detail, not really having grasped the death of Christina yet, when Benedict and Egon appeared with Madeleine calmly walking behind them. 
 
    “We were just informed about this sad outcome, sir.” A distressed Egon offered his hand, with quivering lips uttering how sorry he was. 
 
    Suddenly, having recaptured his voice, Thomas screamed at the top of his lungs, “Get those two idiots and that whore out of here! And get me my uniform! I’ll have all of you savages shot without a trial! Get me my uniform, and fast, slut! And just so you know it, I’ll get your lover too. No need for me to have a shabby lawyer who keeps company with one of your kind!” 
 
    “Pardon me, Major von Walden!” she taunted him. “My lover, as you call him, and your shabby lawyers, along with Reinhardt’s lawyers, have put me in this house for very good reasons!” she continued, taking off her wig to everyone’s amazement, and glared at him, indifferent to his screams. 
 
    Dumbfounded, and realizing their fiendish plan had gone awry, he called, now panic-stricken and slightly foaming at the corner of his mouth, “Rudolf! Wake up! Wake up! I need you! Rudolf, I need your help! We were set up!” He continued his screaming and shouting, when Benedict, who had slipped away to take a last look at his dead mistress, suddenly rushed back into the room like a wild animal and, pushing himself between Karl and George, he dragged the unsuspecting and flabbergasted Thomas out of bed, shoving and kicking him until he landed near the stairway. 
 
    Before Thomas von Walden saw a chance to escape, he was savagely lifted up and thrown down the stairs, Benedict running down after him with the outcries of a deeply wounded heart. Arriving on the lower floor, Benedict picked up his victim, rushed to the open door, and threw his lifeless body out like a piece of rotten meat for the vultures to devour. Meanwhile, Rudolf had finally come to, doubtlessly due to Benedict’s guttural cries and all the turmoil. He looked around, not yet aware of what was happening, but seeing Mark and Ulrich, who had never left his side since they had noticed the two Barons’ guns on the nearby nightstands. They were now trying even harder to counteract any other unexpected episodes. 
 
    He scowled at them, and said uncertainly, “Hey, you two! You are not our lawyers! What are you doing in our bedroom?” he screamed more daringly. 
 
    “Taking you to the police, or having them come here, whichever you prefer, Captain Altmann,” Mark answered calmly. 
 
    “What for?” he yelled, looking for Thomas at the other side of the bed. “What for?” he repeated, seeing Karl enter the room, who, although shaken by what had taken place, exclaimed calmly, “For killing my sister!” 
 
    “Your sister? You’re a bastard. You never had a sister!” Rudolf smirked. “The Reinhardts found you on the sidewalk somewhere. You are probably the son of—” He stopped abruptly, seeing all the others running into the room who had heard the outburst from across the hall. 
 
    The otherwise mild tempered Egon had been the first one to enter and now made his way over to the bed. With a polite, “Excuse me, Mr. Reinhardt,” he jumped on top of Rudolf, hitting him in the face with his big fists, yelling, “No one, not even the dear Lord calls my master a bastard!” He kept on pounding, now not only the face, repeating, “You understand? No one!” Continuing to take punches at the seemingly lifeless body of Rudolf, Egon looked heavenwards asking God to understand and to forgive him. 
 
    Benedict had returned, looking to see if he could be of any more help. Seeing Egon beating the lifeless body, he scrambled over, picked up Rudolf, took him out to the hall, and threw him over the banister, his body landing face down on the lower floor of the house, as if he had jumped to his death. This had been so spontaneous, both of them reacting with a fierce vengeance to vindicate Christina’s death, as well as their master’s honor. 
 
    George, Karl, Ulrich, and Mark stood there looking on as if in a trance, barely comprehending what they had been witnessing. Madeleine had been spared the last episode, sitting next to Christina, caressing her hand and crying bitterly. “I wish I had known what they were up to! If only I had had the foresight to warn you! I believe we could have been friends,” she whispered, leaving the room. 
 
    The others were still standing around in a semi-circle, motionlessly trying to evaluate the awful tragedy. 
 
    “Like it or not, we must go and involve the police in this,” George restated his position, ready to finally leave this dismal place. At the same time, he was preparing a story for himself, not implicating anyone else. 
 
    “Just a moment!” Karl demanded firmly. “Let’s put our minds to work and figure out what the best strategy should be.” 
 
    “At the moment, I certainly have no mind left,” Mark answered, looking at his brother soberly, trying to get a sign from him as to how he felt about the present situation. 
 
    “We have to agree on a story that is believable. I will not have those two fellows involved,” Karl pointed at Benedict and Egon. 
 
    “I’ve already taken that into consideration! So let’s put everything into perspective,” George said calmly, with all nodding in agreement. 
 
    “Those drunkards downstairs are spread out all over the place! They slept through the whole ordeal, even with being kicked, they gave no indication of waking up within the next few hours,” Egon commented. Madeleine was the only one reacting, a slight smirk on her face showing her satisfaction at her contribution to their oblivious state. The other harried faces, their arms bolted in front of them, were still discussing what would be the best and the worst to be done. 
 
    Egon, observing their debate, saw a flash of his parents’ frequent remark in front of him. “Highly educated people mostly lack common sense, as they hardly ever have to use it!” Having been with the Reinhardts from birth to death, his late parents had always believed in solving simple matters in a simple manner, which often had proved to be prudent in many respects, and had earned them the admiration of their masters, which eventually paid off in their gratitude and life-long employment for themselves, as well as their offspring. 
 
    “I am going to the police alone, sir,” Egon stated in the same manner as though he were telling him that he would now go to saddle the horses. He knew better than to involve Benedict, who would be unable to fend for himself, and not being in a position to make himself understood, in addition to being looked upon as the village idiot, would therefore certainly have the most problems with the authorities. 
 
    “Oh no, you won’t!” Karl commanded sternly. “We have to think of poor Benedict! Can’t you hear him crying in my sister’s room?” 
 
    “Why shouldn’t he? He loved her so much that he even put up with those two devils. He took all of the abuse they could think of, making his life here nothing less than a constant hell! He may also feel that he could have done something else….or something more to avoid the tragedy. He might be deaf and mute, but he is no fool and he has all the understanding of right and wrong as well as the feelings of any man, and probably more than any of the rest of us; forever enclosed in his cell of deafness, only being able to emotionally express himself.” Egon was not accustomed to being so verbose. It had simply poured out of him, not in the finely accentuated language of the nobles, but just as clearly as if his mother or father were here once more offering a sample of their commonsense solutions. All looked up in astonishment, as if not able to grasp what they had heard, and from whom. 
 
    “This is just too true!” Ulrich supported Egon’s tirade. “We all may feel very, very sad, but on him, it must have had an even deeper impact.” Just then, a distraught Benedict walked straight over to Karl and held his hands out to be tied and brought to justice. 
 
    Egon, holding him back protectively, said, “This is exactly what I was trying to explain. Christina’s death and his guilt have gotten the best of him!” 
 
    “No Benedict! No….no….and no again! You poor, true soul!” Karl uttered, taking him by his shaking hands and putting them down. “Absolutely not!” he repeated, while Benedict watched Karl’s face, trying to read in its expression whatever his master was thinking. He could only think to himself that he was not willing to let anyone else take the blame for what he had done. 
 
    “May I say one more thing, please?” Egon said it loud enough for them to interrupt their newly arisen debate. “We found Miss Christina Reinhardt dead, and as it turned out, murdered, correct? Benedict and I went into the barons’ bedroom,” He emphasized ‘the barons’, “trying to fetch them in order to ask what had happened, and found them in bed together! They awakened, and seeing us two, both panicked. Rudolf Altmann ran out of the room and jumped over the banister, and as Thomas also tried to escape, he slipped on the icy stairs. It is believable, isn’t it? They still are wearing their nightgowns, and no slippers!” He looked around for any reactions or interruptions, but none came. Karl, along with the rest of them, just stood there staring woodenly, all of them looking like wax figurines. Karl finally replied with a deep sigh of relief, “Amen to all that, Egon!” 
 
    Mark and Ulrich Wiland looked out of sorts for not having thought of that themselves, but were equally relieved. George just nodded in approval, not being able to say anything. Watching their faces, Karl praised Egon’s plan, and hinted in jest that if he ever needed a lawyer, he would certainly call on him. 
 
    “But I am still the one who will go to the police!” George insisted now, also pointing out that the Auersbachs had had dealings with policeman Volker on some occasion, when one of their horses had been stolen. “In any case, it won’t harm us, or anyone,” he added. All could agree with that, and so another, a fourth plan, was being worked out. 
 
    “Egon, you and Benedict will remain here until a doctor or policeman arrives. George is riding to the next town to see Mr. Volker. It certainly would be easier if Lindenfels had a precinct. It surely could use one. The rest of us head back home. My parents must be terribly worried.”               
 
    “Your parents will certainly need the comfort of having you nearby. It’s going to be such heartbreaking news to them.” 
 
    “Yes, my poor, loving parents. Only one hour into the New Year and I feel as if I’ve lived through an eternity! What an awful way to start!” Karl had tears in his eyes, thinking of how he should break this awful news to them, not to speak of his own sorrow at the loss of his sister. Another night he would never forget in his lifetime. 
 
    “Do you happen to know why George is so eager to go to the police, even though the military would be the proper authority for this?” Mark questioned, at the same time reminding his friends of the proper procedure. 
 
    “I’ll tell you why,” Karl replied solemnly. “He is just not able to witness the grief I will have to bring to my parents.” 
 
    “I can understand that. He has always seen them as his parents as well, more so than his own,” Ulrich sympathized. 
 
    Karl, reaching in his pocket for a handkerchief, brought out an elongated jewelry box. Looking at it, he handed it to Madeleine. “Madeleine, this was supposed to be Christina’s present. Would you please accept it? I would very much like you to have it. And I’m sure she would want it too.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can accept this, Mr. Reinhardt. And I’m not at all sure that Christina would have wanted me to have it! She never really knew me. Not the way I truly am!” she added. 
 
    “Please do me the honor of accepting it. It would really make me feel happy to know that someone who was closer to her than any of us in her last few miserable days on this earth would wear it. Even if she didn’t like you then, she probably knows now how much you have endangered your own life for her.” 
 
    “If you see it in this fashion, I will take it with my most profound thanks. I’ll always treasure it.” 
 
    “Will you both be all right with their servants still downstairs?” Karl directed his question at Egon and Benedict. 
 
    “We’ll be fine, sir! If they dare to give us any trouble at all, they’ll end up just like their masters!” Egon answered harshly. 
 
    “Self-defense, of course,” Mark assured, waving goodbye, followed by his brother’s, “God bless you both.” 
 
    Madeleine looked around and gravely said, “We all know our story, don’t we?” Then she waved good-bye to both Benedict and Egon. 
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    “To what do I owe this honor?” Policeman Volker inquired, taken aback by George Auersbach’s late visit. He immediately connected this with some kind of thievery and buttoned his jacket out of habit. “Happy New Year, Count Auersbach,” he added with half a salute. 
 
    “And the same to you Officer Volker. I hope it will be better than it has started.” 
 
    “Oh? Please, do have a seat, sir,” Volker said, taking an old towel, wiping an equally old and worn chair and moving the chair politely towards his guest. “Would you permit me to offer you a cup of tea with rum? No doubt you had a tiresome and chilly journey here,” Volker inquired, showing some concern, yet inwardly feeling quite proud to be called an officer by a Count from Lindenfels. 
 
    “I can’t think of anything more comforting right now,” George answered gratefully, taking off his coat and commencing with his story from the very beginning, recounting Christina’s desperate message to her brother via Benedict, their plan to rescue her, and ending the story, word for word, as Egon had suggested. He felt like an actor who had been rehearsing his role a dozen times before going on the stage, only his was not a play, but the reality of a murder. He realized that his part had to be convincing sooner or later to the highest authorities, and beyond any doubt, would be played out in a military court. Only God knew what would be the outcome of all this. “I thought I’d start out properly by first seeking your advice. After all, you are a man of the law as well,” he finally concluded sincerely. 
 
    Volker sighed deeply with a mixture of sadness and disgust. “It is unfortunate that we are only civil servants and that the military is out of bounds to us, no matter what the crime! It’s the most frustrating part of our profession, and the year of 1848, with its still lingering consequences, has taught us that much once more. Nothing seems to change, except that which makes matters worse!” he complained with a sigh. “I shall, however, accompany you to wake the late Major von Walden’s servants and keep them under control until the proper authorities arrive. Drunkenness can sometimes result in devastation.” 
 
    “Thank you, Officer Volker. Two of the Reinhardts’ staff were asked to stay there for the very same reason you just mentioned.” 
 
    Volker was very elated by George’s remark and thought to himself, “At least I am on the right path in pursuing this, which after all, is my first murder in all of the eighteen years of service. And a grueling and intriguing one at that!” 
 
    “Then permit me to ride to the garrison with you. Hopefully, we’ll find someone to help us and lead us to the right officer in charge,” he told George. Now he considered himself a part of the Reinhardt, Auersbach, and Wiland team, seeing this as a challenge after years of doing nothing more exciting than riding around aimlessly to see if anyone were in need of him. Excepting the occasional theft, of course. “If you don’t mind, sir.” 
 
    “To be sure,” George agreed and drank the last sip of his tea, taking out of his pocket a small flask of brandy and put it on the table. “I had forgotten I still had this,” he smiled. “It’s our own brand.” 
 
    “It’s really not necessary, sir,” Volker stammered in delight and surprise. 
 
    “Oh, well. Try it some day and let me know how you like it.” 
 
    The policeman thanked him again and carefully placed it on the top of his cupboard next to all his meager souvenirs, the Auersbach flask outshining them all, and promising himself not to touch it, at least not for a while. Maybe if a special occasion arose, like the one today! On the other hand, an empty bottle with a beautifully shaped silver top would still be the most ornamental object in his display, especially with a name like Auersbach inscribed on the bottle! And who knows, after a hefty murder case like the one tonight, he might just have earned a good drop of brandy! 
 
    On the way to the next village, it was mostly Policeman Volker who elaborated on his own observation of casualties, which mostly consisted of finding some destitute woman laying on the wayside, completely exhausted, penniless, and undernourished, their husbands having gone to seek employment away from home, in Vienna. “I take them home with me and have my wife bring them back to strength a bit until I find them a place to stay.” 
 
    “You are indeed a charitable family, Officer Volker. And how many children do you have yourself?” 
 
    “Six, sir.” He smiled proudly, adding, “With my large vegetable garden and a bit of livestock, consisting of some chickens, geese, a cow, and a couple pigs, no one ever has to go to bed hungry in my house!” 
 
    George smiled at Volker, but at the end of their conversation and until the arrival at the garrison, a new world opened for him. One that never had been seen by many of his contemporaries, who were of the belief that the poor would always be among them, and that was that. This humble policeman, who probably was proud to have had three years of formal education, had been able to teach him differently. Tonight, he had learned a lot by observing Egon and Benedict, and now Officer Volker. This would be a night he would not be able to easily strike out of his mind or soul. They were simple, but very honorable people, whom he would always be proud to have met. 
 
    “I regard it not only as my duty, but am pleased to be of service to you and Mr. Reinhardt! Furthermore, I believe Vienna will rest much easier knowing that those two perverts have finally ceased to draw breath! As far as I’m concerned, they should have been thrown to the wolves a long time ago. Or to the people, who have had to endure their mean ways and are still grieving at the loss of their innocent loved ones which those two have on their conscience!” Just then, the officer interrupted himself. “I see the lights of the garrison!” Volker announced with excitement. 
 
    “Thank God for that,” the Count replied, preparing himself for the next round. 
 
    Both men found the officers still singing and celebrating, lifting their full drinking glasses and toasting to one another at every given chance, hardly paying the slightest attention to George Auersbach or the policeman’s dilemma, just continuing to roar with laughter at George’s story of having found von Walden and Altmann in one bed. 
 
    “What did I tell you years ago! I have always known something was very wrong with those two, but no one ever believed me,” one of the Majors addressed a group of fellow officers. 
 
    “Couldn’t have happened to a couple of nicer chaps,” quipped another. “I imagine that all of Vienna will be draped in black for the mourning of those two.” This induced a fourth to interrupt with, “I shall personally order a forty-two gun salute!” 
 
    “Let’s drink to that,” they shouted from all directions, and toasted again and again to each other. 
 
    George realized that all their chatter and gossip would not lead him anywhere, and noticing the policeman, who had joined in with their drinking and was apparently enjoying the opportunity to be among officers of the Emperors’ cavalry, he finally tapped one of the officers on the shoulder asking, “Where do we go from here?” 
 
    He repeated his question when a major offered him a glass of wine and answered laughingly, “Home, sir,” smiling at his own advice. 
 
    “Home?” 
 
    “Yes, Count! This is a clear case involving von Walden’s and Altmann’s unit in Vienna! It is also quite an embarrassment to anyone in uniform, and our garrison will therefore not accept any part of it,” he finalized, ready to change the subject. 
 
    “It’s not our problem, to start with,” a colonel standing nearby with a cigar between his teeth said, smirking. “I shall, however, make a note on our blackboard just in case some somber officer passes by and has nothing better on his mind than to read it,” he conceded with a grin. 
 
    “Everyone will know as soon as the gates of the city open on New Year’s Day,” shouted one of the majors over the jubilant and noisy crowd. 
 
    “I’ve got two of your dead officers on my hands! What are your orders?” George demanded impatiently. 
 
    They just looked at each other indifferently, going about what they were doing, when once again, the cigar-joggling colonel intervened. “If you want an order, then I shall give you one! Just leave them there since there is no chance for them to escape!” 
 
    More laughs and more toasts came from the crowd, to the dismay of George and the policeman, who were stunned by their unconcerned attitudes. George felt, nevertheless, immensely relieved. He restrained himself, however, from commenting other than to wish ‘all brave officers’ a very Happy New Year and received a “same to you gentlemen.” Both were shaking their heads as they were mounting their horses. 
 
    “No wonder we lose so many wars,” Policeman Volker grumbled. 
 
    “As Napoleon once said, ‘Lions led by asses! The lions dying by the thousands, while the asses indulge themselves, waiting for a new command.’” George smiled malevolently, the policeman joining in with an equally malicious smirk. Riding away, and in utter agreement, they were exchanging many more anecdotes referring to the Emperor’s army until they parted at the police station. Count Auersbach thanked Volker profusely with a promise to keep in touch with him on the matter. 
 
    George, although tired to the point of exhaustion, was equally grateful to have won the second round and knew in his heart that the following ones would be a clear case of battling it out between the Reinhardts and the Austrian military, with him possibly having to appear as witness. Sensing that the whole affair would probably constitute a great embarrassment to the army as much as to the Reinhardts, he figured that it shouldn’t be too hard to answer their questions, as he was well prepared by now. Be that as it may, he would have to talk to Karl and see for himself what else had developed in this deplorable affair. Poor, poor Reinhardts! Never would he want to be in their shoes tonight. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    As expected, Karl was quite morose and gloomy as he took the reins to head home and finally leave this forsaken place, hoping never to come back to it again. He adopted a complete air of solitude, preparing himself for his encounter with his anxious parents. He reflected that this was not going to be an easy task and there was no way to tell them that their beloved daughter had met with this gruesome fate, and to think that he had to bring this message to his father with a severe heart condition, when all excitement should be avoided as his physician had ordered. 
 
    Von Walden and Altmann’s deaths posed no immediate problem as far as he could see and he had been assured of as much by George. If, of course, all would adhere to Egon’s story, as nothing better had offered itself. They all—especially poor Benedict—had a lot to lose. 
 
    Mark and Ulrich Wiland volunteered to interrupt the party and explain this horrible tragedy on the Reinhardts’ behalf.               Madeleine also insisted on returning with someone of legitimate authority to confirm the two officer’s deaths and whatever else would have to be taken care of, considering herself an eyewitness. 
 
    With his thoughts still on George’s ordeal, Karl, followed by a somber looking Madeleine, arrived at the castle and entered the festive and decorated vestibule. Mark and Ulrich, as a well-rehearsed team, went in two different directions upon their arrival. Karl’s heart was pounding hard, approaching his mother, who had a look of visible strain and fear on her face. 
 
    “Wait, Karl! You don’t have to tell me. Christina has changed her mind again!” 
 
    “No, Mother, she has not. It’s a lot worse than that, I’m afraid,” he stammered, now completely losing his composure, and finally adding, “Please, do sit down with me, Mother.” His mouth was almost too dry to form the words properly. “We found her frozen to death,” he continued, his eyes filling with tears. He had carefully planned to reveal all the horrid details much, much later, and if at all possible, in the presence of the Rombergs, counting on their strong support in all the crises that had arisen so far. 
 
    “No! Oh no!” she screamed with a shrill, disbelieving voice, holding her hands to her face and running back and forth, causing the music to stop instantly, the guests looking around in utter bewilderment. 
 
    At the same time Mark and Ulrich had reached the podium to announce Christina’s untimely death, Karl was shouting for a doctor to help him with his father, who had fallen to the floor gasping for air. “Over here, please! Father is having a heart attack! Please help!” he called out again and again in desperation, clinging tightly to the arm of the pharmacist, who had spent the past hours with the restlessly waiting Reinhardts. 
 
    “Your father must have had a premonition about something terrible having occurred, seeing your mother’s horrified face. He kept looking back and forth between us, reaching for his chest and falling to the floor without a single word,” the pharmacist said calmly, unable to say anything more about his closest and most trusted friend’s condition. He, like the other guests, had formed a wide circle, watching in awe as the three attending physicians did their utmost to revive Otto Reinhardt. Stephany, who until moments ago had been heard screaming Christina’s name, was finally persuaded by the ever-present Mrs. Romberg and her two daughters to calm herself, and was brought to Otto’s sitting room. Like her son Karl at Louise’s deathbed, Stephany also fainted and had to be carried to her room. 
 
    “Your father had a fatal heart attack, Mr. Reinhardt. He died instantly. We are extremely sorry not to have been able to revive him.” A stony-faced physician extended his hand to Karl, adding, “It was so incredibly fast and hard to believe, since Mr. Romberg and I were talking to him at the time it happened.” 
 
    “I must have done something terribly wrong in my life to deserve two deaths in one night,” Karl said to no one in particular, standing motionless like a statue. “I don’t know how I will ever be able to face my mother with one bad news after another!” 
 
    The guests around him looked at one another helplessly, trying to find the right words to say, and truly mourning with him, some without any expression other than fright and whispering prayers for the deceased, however, all feeling wretchedly for Stephany’s enormous loss and grief and bleak future without her beloved Otto. They now retreated one by one, bowing towards Karl as even a kind word of condolence or a well-meant handshake would have been too much for this broken-hearted young man to endure.               
 
    The ballroom was now semi-dark and deserted by the entire happy crowd who had celebrated the new year with vigor and enthusiasm. Only the fireplaces went undisturbed, crackling, with their tireless flames somehow performing joyous dances for an almost paralyzed and spiritless Karl who was sitting in his favorite chair staring into the fire, his hand clasped under his chin, desperately searching for peace and solace as his mind was racing with incomprehensible speed in every imaginable direction. 
 
    “What next my good friend? It’s four in the morning,” George, who had just returned from his fruitless venture to the military, muttered hoarsely, reaching around Karl’s shoulders to embrace him. 
 
    “Sit with me please, George! I don’t know what I shall do next,” Karl invited him in a daze, but ever so glad to have his best friend next to him. “George, I’m on the verge of refusing to believe a day like this one. I’m still trying to come to terms with my sister’s death, and now I’m faced with my father’s too! How on earth can anyone expect to stay sane with such terrible things happening so fast?” Karl moaned, pouring some drinks. 
 
    “I’ve heard all types of stories on my way over here from your departing guests. No one particularly elaborated on Christina, Walden, or Altmann’s deaths. It’s as if they expected foul play all along! All really cried more about your father’s death, and are now fearful about your mother’s condition.” Karl nodded in silence. “Needless to say, I gave all of them Egon’s story, which by now I have memorized to perfection!” 
 
    “What about the police and military?” Karl asked tersely. 
 
    “Let me fill our glasses again and then I’ll tell you everything that happened.” 
 
    Karl listened attentively to George’s detailed report, repulsed at his recount of the military’s little interest and bad behavior. George finally arrived at the end of the story and Karl thanked him for all his efforts in his time of deepest need and despair, adding, “I agree whole heartedly, George. From now on it’ll be between our lawyers and the military. So let’s get a few hours of sleep. Thanks to our servants, everything else is going to go smoothly!” 
 
    “You do have the very best servants, Karl.”, George said somberly, thinking of Egon and Benedict, who had no qualms about risking their lives for the Reinhardts. “And where are the Romberg girls?” he asked. 
 
    “All, including your wife, are in my mother’s bedroom keeping an eye on her. I wish to God they would tell her about Papa! They are so much stronger than I am at the moment,” he sighed, still looking forlorn and devastated. 
 
    “I have learned my lesson today, watching Madeleine in action and meeting her again, returning with two doctors to Christina’s house. She made me feel rather inadequate! I never realized how brave women can really be!” 
 
    “George! You only have to look at your mother-in-law. She’s convincing enough with her two canes. See how much she can still accomplish in her condition. A lot more than I could ever get done!” 
 
    “More than we both could,” George mused. 
 
    “Mrs. Romberg and her family were and always will be the closest people to me, following my family, and you are of course included in my family.” 
 
    “Yes, Karl, I know.” George smiled ruefully, reflecting on the fact that in less than six years, they had both lost three of their dearest family. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Madeleine, wrapped in a heavy fur blanket, had returned to Christina’s house, accompanying two doctors who sat on either side of her, giving her their undivided attention as she retold, very carefully, Christina’s tragic death. 
 
    “How on earth could anyone other than a physician obtain a bottle of chloroform, unless von Walden or Altmann had a connection in the hospital. It will definitely be a murder case involving quite a number of people,” Dr. Faulkner concluded. 
 
    “I bet Mark and Ulrich will have a field day with the military,” Dr. Schneider stated, always speaking on first name basis when referring to the Wilands, as they were his close friends. 
 
    All three looked at each other in surprise when their coach came to an abrupt halt. An officer, identifying himself to be a coroner, asked directions to the Walden place. 
 
    “Follow us, Sir! We are also on our way there,” Anton replied solemnly. He had replaced Egon as coachman. 
 
    “I can see two coffins and two soldiers on a sleigh,” Madeleine, who had been peeking out the window, commented. “Shabby wooden coffins, I might add.” 
 
    Once they arrived at their destination, it became the usual rivalry between civilian and military authorities; each assuming a superior air, claiming that their assignment was of the utmost importance. 
 
    “I have the strictest orders to bring back the bodies of two officers at once, or I wouldn’t be here,” the coroner spoke up annoyingly. Dr. Schneider retaliated with a malicious smile, inviting them to take a closer look at von Walden and Altmann’s bedroom. 
 
    “Never mind their private life! Right now, we don’t even know where to bury them, as Captain Altmann has no known relatives and Major von Walden’s father refuses to bury his son in the family tomb.” 
 
    “So it is their private life,” Dr. Faulkner acknowledged in abhorrence. “Otherwise, you’d put them in a military grave! Wouldn’t that be the proper way then?” 
 
    “That’s for the courts to decide, and I’m neither a lawyer nor a judge,” the coroner answered with a tone of finality. “The lawyers of our Emperor’s army will be in touch with the Reinhardts. Please relay the message.” 
 
    Both doctors nodded, and Faulkner answered, “If not, I personally guarantee that the Reinhardts will be calling on the Emperor himself! As you might know, homosexuality in his Highness’ army is totally unacceptable,” he warned sternly. 
 
    The coroners sullen face suddenly reddened, and his lips started to quiver as he finally responded. “Your offensive language in front of a lady is totally unacceptable in my circle, Doctor.” Shaking his head in disgust, he saluted again and left. 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry if I’ve offended you in any way, Madeleine, but this idiot’s behavior really got the best of me,” Dr. Faulkner apologized to Madeleine. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it! Since my father is a physician also, and shares your sentiments, I’ve heard him talk on the subject many times.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that your father is a doctor!” 
 
    “That is my fault, of course. No doubt, I forgot to introduce you properly. After all, our present situation can’t be classified as a daily occurring affair,” Dr. Schneider interjected in defense of his very likable and competent assistant. He continued, “Miss Madeleine Kramer is the sister of Mark Wiland’s wife, and the fiancée of Vienna’s best-known curator, Felix Nordmann.” 
 
    “Have you a sister who is not spoken for?” 
 
    “Luckily for you, I have two,” she replied, smiling. “And unlike me, they are quite beautiful.” 
 
    “Don’t force us to pay you a compliment, since you must know very well what you look like,” Dr. Faulkner replied out of sheer politeness, taking again a look at her rather homely face. Beauty or not, one had no choice but to embrace her cheerful personality and admire her for her extremely courageous behavior, let alone her strength and endurance. It was so much more than Dr. Schneider could say about his own wife, whose obsession with beauty and perfectly fitting clothes was legendary, and who had never presented him with the child he so desperately desired. 
 
    “I consider our curator a very lucky man. Hopefully he realizes his good fortune,” Dr. Schneider replied earnestly. “And I’m quite sure Dr. Faulkner will take the liberty and call on the Kramer family in the very near future.” 
 
    “We welcome all congenial visitors,” she smiled noncommittally, hoping he would take a strong interest in her studious sister Nicole, whose fanatic interest in medicine equaled that of her father’s. Dr. Kramer’s attraction and efficacy in the field of new surgery was always being mentioned in connection with great physicians. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Except for the tall, polite doorman, who opened the castle’s entrance door very quietly for Madeleine, a sort of eerie stillness surrounded the deserted ballroom, giving no indication that an elaborate party had taken place a few hours ago. 
 
    “Your room is upstairs. A servant has been assigned to wait on you and to make you comfortable, my lady.” 
 
    “I only need a bed.” She smiled. “And so do you.” 
 
    “I am the night doorman, and only here on special occasions, which, until this terribly sad day, have all been happy ones.” 
 
    “Any word on Mrs. Reinhardt’s condition?” 
 
    “One of the doctors gave her an injection. Other than that, we will just have to wait,” he uttered in dismay. 
 
    The maid in front of the bedroom also looked very distraught, but smiled courteously. “Glad you were able to come back, madame.  Did you bring anyone else?” 
 
    “No. Both doctors returned to their homes. They are used to nights like these.” 
 
    “Any wishes Madame?” 
 
    “Only a bed,” she repeated. “Are you a night attendant also?” 
 
    “Yes, when a special need arises. Then I am most happy to oblige.” 
 
    “Any household should be that fortunate!” Madeleine thought, entering the beautiful guest room. On a delicately carved table, which perfectly matched the rest of the fine French furniture, she found a tray with a variety of deliciously prepared sandwiches, petit fours, and an assortment of drinks. Helping herself to some of these delicacies to still her hunger along with a glass of brandy, she noticed the traditional silver horseshoe and a small chimney sweep made out of papier-mâché, tucked into an exquisite flower arrangement with an inscribed tag sticking out which read, ‘Best of luck for the year 1850’. “What mockery of life,” she murmured, flinging herself back on the large bed, closing her eyes and letting the day flash before her as tears rolled down her cheeks. Even the fearless and brave Madeleine Kramer had no strength left to hold them back. Neither had she any wish to do so. And to cry oneself into sleep after a day like this one was probably the sound prescription the dear Lord had ordered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    12 
 
    “Holy Mary, Mother of God,” exclaimed little Elsa, after drawing the drapes to let in some daylight. “There are masses of carriages standing outside the house!” 
 
    “They are waiting to pay their respects. In any case, they are to be sent away until we are ready for them.”   
 
    “No, no, Mr. Rupert! They are military people,” she cautioned excitedly. 
 
    “The same goes for them,” he objected, completely unimpressed, and continued to drink his hot chocolate. A loud knock soon forced him to open the door, however. 
 
    “Good morning! We’ve waited for the first sign of life before disturbing the Reinhardt family.” A Captain firmly saluted the doorman, whose livery looked almost like his own uniform. “I’m here on behalf of our commanding officer, Colonel Hauser, who asks permission to speak to any of the residing Reinhardts,” he continued. 
 
    “You may not be aware of it, but Mr. Otto Rein—” 
 
    “It’s all right, Rupert. I am up. Let the Colonel come in please,” Karl said calmly. “Not having been able to sleep, I heard the clattering of horses quite some time ago, but dismissed the noise as being that of our departing guests.” 
 
    “I am sorry, and do regret the inconvenience Mr. Reinhardt, but disobeying orders is quite a serious offense in our profession.” 
 
    “I am aware of your rules and regulations.” Karl smiled with a mixture of sarcasm and disregard. “Have the rest of your soldiers come in.” 
 
    “Only officers are permitted to enter!” 
 
    “Whatever, whomever! And throw some blankets on your horses! Those are some rules and regulations of our house. And it’s quite a serious offense in our eyes not to do so!” 
 
    “I’ll order my Sergeants to do so at once.” 
 
    “Rupert, are there any servants up to fix us some coffee? Lots of it,” Karl asked kindly. While showing the entering and saluting officers to chairs, he said, “We are usually up around six. There are, however, some nights that seem to never end. Last night was one of them.” 
 
    “I understand, sir. We also had to be awakened, since our commander considers this a matter of grave importance,” the Colonel asserted grandly. “I’ll come right to the point.”, he added, reading the obtained details about Thomas von Walden and Rudolf von Altmann’s suicides, omitting their ranks, and also following up on Christina’s death, stating the cause as unknown. 
 
    “Murder,” Karl interrupted sternly. 
 
    “Mr. Reinhardt, we haven’t even begun to look into the details of her mysterious death!” 
 
    “What do you mean by ‘mysterious’?” Karl asked firmly, concealing his interest in Benedict and Egon. 
 
    “How the chloroform was obtained, for example, since none of our hospitals has been using this type of label in the past year. We know that much, at least!” 
 
    “Alright, let’s call it premeditated murder, then.” Karl frowned deeply now, looking at the Colonel and searching his mind. 
 
    “Possibly. Anything is possible. However, the press of Vienna would carry large headlines and be filled with false reports, while we are trying to do our best to get to the truth of all this!” he tried to convince Karl, who registered every word of what was said. 
 
    “Also, the reputation of his Majesty, the Emperor Franz Josef’s army, and that of our hospital are at stake! We do not know why von Walden and Altmann’s behavior has been swept under the rug all these years, catching most of our officers completely by surprise! And this is one more reason we have to investigate very thoroughly every possible angle of it.” 
 
    “This is only fear on your part,” Karl stated matter-of-factly, looking from one officer to the other, while a servant served coffee and Rupert put hot croissants with butter on the table. “Thank you both,” Karl praised gratefully. “God only knows when I had my last meal” 
 
    “You are very welcome, Mr. Reinhardt. There is more to follow,” Rupert said, disregarding the thanks and nods of the officers. 
 
    “Fear of reprisal, for one thing,” Karl continued nonchalantly. “No doubt my late sister knew their problem for a long time. Her last moment’s secret message, which was brought to me by a trusted servant, seems to prove it even more. People all over the country live in constant fear,” Karl voiced, glancing once more from one to the other, seeing no other reaction then their enjoying the delicious breakfast. 
 
    “We must keep order, or we would have a complete anarchy on our hands. It’s as plain as that Mr. Reinhardt!” 
 
    “Oh, I agree! But there are limits. Those uncountable executions and court martials have gone on much too long!” Again, they seemed to be completely oblivious. “As for the press in Vienna—” Karl broke the silence. “The Reinhardt name will never be tainted, no matter the outcome of your investigation. I shall personally see to that! Please Rupert, take those poor, freezing soldiers out there some hot breakfast also,” Karl ordered. 
 
    “That’s what I came here to ask you, sir,” Rupert replied kindheartedly, watching the officers’ uneasy faces. 
 
    “Our newspapers have been very lax in reporting the facts since 1849,” Colonel Hauser continued, disregarding the interruption. “As a result, many preposterous stories have been spread, and have, therefore, upset our citizens.” 
 
    “Oh? But you do have to agree the house of Habsburg has taken action whenever the news was not favorably reported as far as they were concerned.” Karl shrugged after their lengthy debate, turning around when he heard the familiar voice of his son Alex on the hand of George Auersbach, and Reinhardt’s own priest along with them. He had informed his children of their grandfather’s and their Aunt Christina’s death. And since he considered the discussion with Hauser to be fruitless, he called them to his side to introduce them, also emphasizing George’s involvement in the discovery of Christina’s murder and the two men’s suicide. 
 
    “We may take the liberty to call on you during our investigation. Our present priority lies in informing Policeman Volker of his duty to keep the affair silent, as well as all the late von Walden’s staff. Anything else on our roster?” 
 
    “No, Colonel!” 
 
    “I can personally assure you of Policeman Volker’s utmost integrity,” George stated convincingly. “We have, just a few hours ago, returned from your garrison.” 
 
    “That might be so. However, one should not overlook the fact that wives and children might not be so inclined to let their tongues wag at the wrong place!” 
 
    “Well, as for von Walden’s staff, they are quite incapable of even lifting their heads, much less standing up. If you think you will be able to talk to them or have them answer any questions, you might be quite surprised. But don’t let us keep you. See for yourselves,” George suggested, but not without sarcasm. 
 
    Karl waved to Alex to come closer and smiled, “I would like you to meet my son Alex, who without question is very eager to give you a proper salute!” 
 
    They looked visibly astonished at Alex, who said seriously now, “Ever since I was very little, I’ve wanted to be an officer. Right, Papa?” This caused a bit of merriment in the ranks, considering his present size and his self-assurance. 
 
    “How old are you, Alex?” 
 
    “Nine years, sir! And when I’m ten years old, Papa will send me to a military academy!” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Karl acknowledged. “It’s my son’s own explicit wish. As a matter of fact, his last birthday wish!” 
 
    “Well, Alex Reinhardt, all present can tell you that it’s quite a hard road ahead of you, if this is what you choose to do. Above all, you have to take many orders before you’ll be able to give them,” Colonel Hauser stated for obvious reasons. 
 
    “I do know that, sir! That is why my father and I are practicing large war games every evening with my collection of tin soldiers.” 
 
    “You don’t say? Who would you like to be most?” Major Essler asked delightedly, finally taking his turn in the conversation as he explained his own son Kurt’s involvement in battle games on horseback. 
 
    “Papa and I are seldom on horses. We usually draw up maps and place our soldiers on them accordingly!” 
 
    “So, again, who would you like to be most?” the major repeated. 
 
    “Caesar Augustus. Alexander the Great. And sometimes Napoleon also!” 
 
    “As long as they are winning, I may add,” Karl interrupted, afraid his son would omit mentioning the Austrian Generals and likely adding some prominent Prussians instead. 
 
    Some laughter came again when Colonel Hauser, now in excellent humor and completely smitten by the boy’s keen interest in his profession, rose to leave, followed by his staff and Major Essler, who vigorously shook Alex’s hand and added, “I sincerely hope that you and my son will be able to meet someday. You certainly would get along excellently. You know, he is already attending the Academy of Prince Eugen!” 
 
    Alex’s face lit up in excitement. “Please do tell your son that sometimes, I’ve played to be Prince Eugen also!” 
 
    “Yes, son. You defeated the Turks quite often, as I recall,” Karl added, relieved at hearing him finally mention a renowned Austrian General. “Glad to hear you have your son in Prince Eugen’s Academy, Major, because that’s exactly what my family had in mind for Alex.” 
 
    “Nothing but the best for our sons,” Major Essler retorted joyously. “Permit me to please extend our most heartfelt condolences to your parents!” 
 
    “Parents? Then you are obviously unaware that my father suffered a fatal heart attack upon hearing of his daughter’s death,” Karl informed him, sadness returning to his voice. 
 
    “Architect Otto Reinhardt is dead?” Hauser half murmured, slowly taking Karl’s hand and holding it in his own two hands. “It cannot be! I’m deeply sorry!” The officers had promptly taken their positions standing at attention, seeing their Colonel’s obvious discomfort. 
 
    “Grandfather only went to heaven,” Alex uttered comfortingly, looking towards the priest who was standing nearby. “We’ll see him again.” 
 
    “Religion has its merits,” Karl replied thoughtfully, adding, “We have to escort the officers to their carriages, son. Don’t we?” 
 
    “Yes, Papa.” 
 
    “Talk about a boy’s heaven,” Karl mused. 
 
    “Even the horses have already had their oats. Nothing and no one seems to be overlooked in your household. I can’t wait to tell my son about all of this.” Major Essler smiled, very pleased, watching two stable boys removing the feeding bags. 
 
    “Whatever has a heart needs to be cared for,” Karl answered simply, shaking the departing officer’s hand and taking a breath of fresh air, while Alex took, once more, his chance in giving a firm salute, followed by a friendly wave of goodbye. 
 
    All officers agreed on this unexpected pleasurable time, also voicing great admiration for Karl Reinhardt. “Among other things, he is also very astute, several times hitting the nail right on its head. I also do believe it was a very carefully planned murder,” confided Colonel Hauser now to Major Essler, whom he considered a most trustworthy friend. 
 
    “I personally had very little communication with Rudolf Altmann. Rather considered him to be a likable chap until 1848. Von Walden’s reputation, however, had always been that of a lady’s man. Now I keep wondering who the lady was,” smirked Essler sheepishly. 
 
    “Altmann! The coroner found him in bright-red lace panties….the Parisian style!” 
 
    “Oh, my Lord!  What next?” 
 
    “This is why I must insist on everyone’s absolute secrecy. Reinhardt promised to do his best, so let us do ours. I may otherwise be facing an early discharge with a very small pension!”  
 
    The major ignored this remark, changing the subject as usual. “I have just been thinking about the entire Reinhardt family. One hears so much about them, yet knows so little. But this Karl seems to be an honest, down to earth gentleman with virtues of a good Samaritan. Also, so very disciplined under the enormous stress he must be under right now. One would think this would only be expected from us officers! Yet speaking for myself, I don’t know if I could have behaved so civilized after finding out that my sister had been murdered, and my father had died as a consequence of it. And all this within just a few hours,” Major Essler said, amazed.               
 
    “It sure took me by surprise to find out that architect Otto Reinhardt had died! Karl certainly never uttered a word about it during our whole discussion, focusing only on Altmann-Walden. I would have thrown each one of us out! No, let me rephrase that. I would have ordered someone to throw us out!” 
 
    “Well, maybe his son Alex will change all that someday.  Especially after he will have attended Prince Eugen. It certainly changed me dramatically!” 
 
    “First his son will have to attain admittance. The Reinhardt’s may be many things, but nobility, in the common sense, they are not,” Colonel Hauser finalized, used to having the last word. 
 
    Major Essler only nodded, knowing the Reinhardts’ refusal to carry any titles throughout the centuries. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Why are you still up drinking, Policeman Volker?” his wife bellowed, never missing a chance to remind him of his title and position whenever she was less than happy with him. 
 
    “As of today, Officer Volker, please.” He smiled with his eyes half crossed. “Even Count Auersbach called me that!” 
 
    “Go to bed already! You’ve probably had a bad dream,” she insisted. 
 
    “A bad dream? I had a drink of spiked tea with a Count and toasted to the New Year with regular Officers at the garrison, and you call this a bad dream?” 
 
    “Alright, so you had a good dream. Go to bed and don’t wake the children!” 
 
    “Oh yes! Our children. They will be so proud of their father once they hear my story!” 
 
    “They are already proud of you, so go to bed!” 
 
    “1850 started out so wonderful, except—” 
 
    “Except what?” she started to question, looking at the tightly held flagon with the initials of the Auersbachs, and the cup and saucer set nearby that he saved strictly for good company, and which hadn’t been used since the Count’s last visit in connection with a horse theft. But on a clear night like this, no one would be that foolish to risk getting caught. “What happened?” she demanded. 
 
    “Help me to bed and I’ll tell you about it!”  
 
    She did, but he did not deliver. Policeman Volker fell into bed with a satisfied grunt and went to sleep at once, slightly mumbling about the ‘Happy New Year’. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Mrs. Volker? Mrs. Julius Volker?” 
 
    “Yes?” she gulped, stunned by what she saw, never having talked to one, let alone three officers. 
 
    “We must talk to your husband. We have to take him to the garrison.” 
 
    “He has stolen the Auersbach flagon” she assumed immediately. Instead, she asked, “Has he done something wrong?” 
 
    “No, nothing at all. Just call him out please!” 
 
    “He is inca…. He is incap…. He is still in bed,” she hurried through her sentence, as the refined word that her sister frequently used just wouldn’t pass her lips. 
 
    “Then please, get him up in a hurry, and make him some coffee!” 
 
    “He drank too much.” 
 
    “Yes, so did we. As I said, give him some coffee….very strong!” 
 
    “Won’t you come in and wait?” she asked, much friendlier now. 
 
    “I should say not,” the captain replied arrogantly. 
 
    “I hope you did nothing wrong, Julius!” She handed him his coffee with a question on her face. 
 
    “Just the opposite dear. Wait until I tell you what happened last night,” he answered confidently and with a hint of triumph in his voice. 
 
    “By the time you get back, I might just know it already,” she said, opening the door for him. 
 
    “I am Policeman Julius Volker, Captain.” 
 
    “We have orders to take you to the garrison.” 
 
    “But I just came from there a few hours ago!” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, that is exactly why our captain has to see you again.” 
 
    His thoughts went to Count Auersbach immediately, and their conversation about the asses in the Emperor’s army. 
 
    “Your cap is on crookedly,” the captain commented officiously, instructing him to take a seat next to the Sergeant driving the carriage. 
 
    “I always wear my cap this way!” 
 
    “Alright, Policeman! I just talk to you as an officer,” he sneered, and gave the sergeant a sign to move on. 
 
    Volker smiled inwardly. “Last night I drank with some of these officers, but they were different then.” 
 
    “Shhh!” the sergeant cautioned, putting his fingers to his lips.  “That is exactly why they want you back. To make sure you won’t say anything to embarrass them.” 
 
    “What?” That struck a nerve. “They could have told me that right then and there.”               
 
    “Shhh! Not in the army.” 
 
    “God Almighty,” he thought again. “There I had the most exciting time of my whole professional life, and was dying to tell my wife, my children, and someday my grandchildren, possibly receiving a bit more respect from the people in the village….and now, chances are that I have to keep my mouth shut about all the excitement until I die! Damn it all!” 
 
    He was interrupted in his thoughts by someone calling, “Policeman Julius Volker!” 
 
    “Yes, that’s me.” 
 
    “Happy New Year. Follow me, please!” 
 
    At least there was one friendly face, but since he outranked the officers, it was not really much to brag about. 
 
    “It’s only a matter of formality. Please sign right here,” said a Lieutenant firmly but not unfriendly, giving the policeman a rather impatient look because he had made himself comfortable at the desk and chair, and was studying the paper he was supposed to sign. 
 
    Volker commented, “In my line of work, one has to be doubly careful what one signs, especially that which is printed very finely.” 
 
    “It reads that you are henceforth ordered not to repeat to anyone in any way the incidents of last night. I assume you were not informed about our procedures.” 
 
    “No, sir, I was not. But there are others involved beside myself.  Already these people might be talking.” 
 
    “We have taken care of it and will take further procedures to ensure the secrecy. Just sign at the bottom right corner and wait until I find a sergeant to take you back home.” 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Coming back to his own humble abode was quite a pleasant surprise, and the policeman was nothing less than startled seeing his small living room almost overflowing with people greeting him like a hero returning home from a battle. 
 
    “We heard Reinhardt’s only daughter was gruesomely murdered last night! Is it all true?”   
 
    “And they tried to poison his servants,” insisted another. 
 
    “I’ve heard they both jumped to their death,” the next one interjected. 
 
    “Hold on! Where did you hear all these stories? It’s barely morning,” he questioned. 
 
    “From Major Walden’s sister!” 
 
    “His sister?” 
 
    “Well, not directly from her, but her servants have spread the news all over the village already! Everyone was awakened, after all.” 
 
    His face now assumed an air of superiority. “The reason why I am a police officer is that I am also a man of the law!” These were the Count’s own words, he thought, still pleased. He continued now. “And this is why I am, therefore, also sworn to secrecy. And not for the first time, either,” he added, boasting. No one knew, and he himself could not recall anytime in particular, other than some botched up abortions that never left any trace to the source anyhow. “All I can tell you is that I am not at liberty to tell you anything. Not anything at all!” He took a deep sigh, as if weighed down with the burden of importance. “So, my dear neighbors let us leave it at that!” All looked at him speechless, especially his wife and children. 
 
    “You are a fine man, Julius,” one of the surrounding people uttered. 
 
    “This is what someone told me last night.” He smiled proudly, thinking of Count Auersbach’s similarly put phrase, and was sorry not to be permitted to reveal even that to his admirers. But then, it was just as well not to, since anything nice and complimentary from the more cold-blooded than blue-blooded Auersbachs would always be regarded with scorn or indifference by these plain people. But there are always those exceptions, and last night he was the lucky one to have met one of them. A Count from Lindenfels and some intoxicated officers from the garrison was all that was needed to make a man like Julius Volker happier for the knowing. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    At the Walden place, it was quite a different scene altogether when the military police finally arrived. Their coroner had already had his differences with the Reinhardt physicians in regards to Christina’s autopsy. Since all were exhausted by now, they were anxiously awaiting one of the Wilands to settle their arguments and to be able to remove her body. Since the Captain in charge of the military police was only concerned in questioning the late Walden-Altmann servants, he was ignoring all other debates, and furthermore, was becoming quite irritated with all the quibbling going on around him. 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me there is only one of them I’ll be able to question?” 
 
    “That’s right, only one!” Reinhardt’s doctor answered matter-of-factly. 
 
    “I do have strict orders to bring back all of their servants.” 
 
    “I wish you good luck! You’ll need it,” the doctor grinned. 
 
    Reaching the downstairs, the captain encountered only Egon. “Who are you, and who is in charge?”               
 
    “All in charge are dead! I am the servant of—” 
 
    “That is who I came for. Let’s get the rest of them,” the captain interrupted sharply, waving off his waiting sergeants. 
 
    “I doubt you’ll be able to wake them, but see for yourself,” Egon reported calmly. 
 
    The captain took a quick look and turned disgustedly to the sergeants. “Revolting sight,” he grumbled, taking a closer look at the nearly dead looking servants, spread all over the kitchen floor, their snoring the only sign of life. The stench of alcohol was almost unbearable. Egon explained the tragedy in few words, as well as their own finds, especially stressing the point of Benedict’s poor health. He hoped that the latter would sleep through all of this and his apprehension in regard to the Captain’s forceful behavior, which might trigger another nerve. “And the Lord only knows which staircase he might wind up on!” 
 
    “I tell you what, servant Egon,” The captain stroked his chin in deep thought, not wanting to take any chances to be blamed for negligence. “I’ll tell you what—” he repeated. “The servants of the late von Walden would not be able to tell me anything, because they knew nothing to start with! And you belong to the Reinhardts’ staff and arrived only after the murder.” 
 
    “And servant Benedict can neither hear nor speak,” Egon reminded him, just to be sure. 
 
    “Ah, yes, him,” the captain replied tonelessly, dismissing any notion of involvement on the part of the deaf-mute. “I’ll let you sign a sworn statement. How plain should I make it for a man of your standing? Can you read?” 
 
    “All Reinhardt servants are required to have attended school, Captain.” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” Egon nodded in pride. “Well, this makes it a lot easier for me. Then read very carefully and sign right here. It’s only the talebearers and the newspapers we are concerned about until this matter has been properly settled. Nothing more, nothing less. It’s an oath you are signing, and breaking it will have severe consequences!” 
 
    “We Reinhardters are known for our complete loyalty to our masters,” Egon retorted with immense pride. 
 
    “So I’ve heard,” the captain said, relieved, snapping his fingers for his nearby standing sergeants and leaving the place with a salute to the doctors and lawyers, who had finally all arrived at this scene of tragedy. He was satisfied that at least the last part of his mission had gone smoother than at first anticipated. For him, as well as his commander, it was a mission accomplished. 
 
    As Egon opened the large Walden gate, watching the captain and his sergeants leave and listening to the clacking sound of the hoofs of their horses, he offered a heartfelt “Thank you, Lord,” with a deep sigh heavenwards. His thoughts went from Karl Reinhardt to George Auersbach, from both Wilands to the courageous Madeleine, and arriving at a still deeply sleeping Benedict, the bravest of the servants, whose selfless participation in this tragedy would henceforth always be dismissed as impossibility by one as helpless as he. No one would ever think of challenging an imbecile, not even the Emperor’s army. Egon, relieved and quite satisfied with the outcome of all, closed the heavy gate. And he was quite right in his simple thinking. No one would ever dare to prove wrong the almighty Habsburger system. It was high time to call it a day and finally get some rest. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Finally,” both Wilands echoed, welcoming Karl back to the table for lunch. He had just returned from thanking all his servants personally for their efforts, while also accepting their tearful condolences. Most of the employees had returned to Vienna for their well-deserved rest; he had kept only a small number of them in Lindenfels until his mother awakened. 
 
    “Finally what?” he questioned, adding that all were showing visible signs of stress. 
 
    “We have finally gotten permission to transfer Christina’s body to the chapel, and have had her brought here thanks to Colonel Hauser’s last-minute intervention. The military police and all others involved would otherwise not have given us any options in any way or form, nor did they show any consideration at all, constantly referring to their orders,” Mark Wiland explained. 
 
    “If I hear the word orders once more, I swear I’ll order you to eat,” Karl interrupted half laughingly, half serious. “So what do you say to that?” 
 
    “Thank you, Karl. We are indeed starved,” Ulrich answered, happy to finally get some food. 
 
    Even though it was against Karl’s wishes, they had to discuss with him all pertinent facts as well as the latest developments regarding the military and they did so during their lengthy dinner. 
 
    “They have transferred the two men’s bodies to a place usually reserved for deserters and convicts, and their only concern is there might be leaks to the newspapers and the likes.” 
 
    “Doubtless, another order from their General,” Karl said mirthfully, now in better spirits than before, finally having had some food. 
 
    “The best news is that they even agreed to pick up all those bedraggled servants for further questioning. This problem of the chloroform scares them, and they are not going to take any chances,” Mark added. 
 
    “Now they have at least some witnesses!  I’d give anything to watch their interrogation,” Ulrich interjected. 
 
    “Are Egon and Benedict back also?” Karl was concerned about his two loyal servants. 
 
    “Benedict slept through the whole ordeal and Egon had to sign a form promising never to reveal anything about last night’s findings.” 
 
    “I’m sure he didn’t mind at all!” Karl was relieved that Benedict had not been made to get up. 
 
    “They are not back yet. Egon had to wait for the military carts to arrive and once they have loaded all of the servants on them, he and Benedict will return to Lindenfels. And that is just about all we have so far,” Ulrich finalized. 
 
    “What a day! And what a night! I hope I can repay you all someday for all your help.” Karl sighed, bidding them goodbye and returning to his room. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Once more Karl was alone and in deep thought, anxiously waiting for his mother to awaken. He went over to where she still slept and kindly forced the Rombergs to leave and get some rest, leaving Stephany’s doctor, who had meanwhile arrived from Vienna, with her. Alex and Verena had been sent back to Vienna with their retinue of governesses to look after them until such time when he, and hopefully his mother, would be able to return. 
 
    To his surprise, George Auersbach’s parents had proved to be of immense help and comfort, calming and supervising some of the more shocked guests, offering them a stay overnight at their castle, since most of them preferred to be anywhere else but there to face Stephany when she realized that her beloved Otto was not to be at her side any longer. 
 
    “Hopefully Karl is not going to take off to Paris again,” some critical woman said, as she reluctantly left her seventh glass of champagne on the table. 
 
    By late afternoon, the tragic news had spread like wildfire. Vienna was talking of nothing else, with the usual rumors flying in all directions. This New Year’s Day of 1850 became a day to be remembered, and was the focal point of many stories about murders from times past, inevitably leading to the two henchmen, the late Barons von Walden and Altmann. And as if that had not been bad enough for the crowd, everyone knew something to add on to their background, be it their odd family circumstances or something else entirely. Even the latest gossip about the Habsburgers was not left out. And as for the poor widow, Stephany Reinhardt, facing the future without her beloved husband, Vienna already embellished her martyrdom, if not already predicting outright sainthood. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “More coffee, Mr. Reinhardt?” 
 
    “Thank you, Elsa. You poor thing! Did you at least have a nap?” 
 
    “Yes, sir! And I have a few messages for you. The first is from Miss Madeleine who said to tell you goodbye for now and that she will be back for the funerals of your dear departed sister and father.” 
 
    “Oh, God! That too,” he mumbled, putting his hand on his forehead. He hadn’t even thought in terms of time, but commissioned their priest to take charge, after both doctors and the Wilands assured him of the military’s full approval. His own wish was for a closed casket for Christina as she was barely recognizable any longer, and as for his father….well, he would have to wait for his mother’s consent. 
 
    He felt suddenly that a new world had opened and a different kind of future was awaiting him, remembering his father’s advice years ago, that one is either born to a fortune, or one is carefully trained for it! Even though he considered himself foremost an architect, he knew his chosen profession would have to be put off for the time being. He realized that he would need the Wilands’ help more than ever, and that he should ask them to work solely for the Reinhardts from now on, since they were the best lawyers that money could buy and more than worthy of their friendship. Again, as so often in the past, he vowed to devote more time to his children and knew that now, since his father had left them, he would also have to take more time to be with his mother as well. He was willing to leave most of the work he and his father had taken care of together all these past years to his capable staff. Even the thought of Egon having now earned a promotion in his employment status crossed his mind, but also thought that he might be more comfortable at the present position, which he seemed to like very much. 
 
    Dr. Novak was now taking him away from his thoughts, as he touched his arm, whispering, “Your mother is asking for you, Mr. Reinhardt.” He made an empathetic gesture that he would be waiting in the adjoining room. 
 
    Karl’s heart skipped a beat, standing across from her now and asking, “How are you feeling, Mother?” Looking at her closely, his mind almost went blank. “She has become an old woman overnight,” he thought sadly, noticing her pale and vacant face, dark circles under the eyes that had lost their sparkle. 
 
    “Karl, my dear son! The question is, how do you feel?” 
 
    He moved closer, taking her small, fragile hand in his, seating himself on the bed. A long silence followed as they both stared at each other’s tormented face. 
 
    “If I hadn’t been screaming so hysterically and had kept my emotions under control, Papa would still be with us. I’ve indirectly killed him.” 
 
    “Mother, please!” He was shocked to realize she already knew about his father’s death, and that she was blaming herself. 
 
    “No, let me put it differently. Christina, our daughter, started it….and Stephany, his wife, finished it. Finished him off for good,” she stated bluntly, her voice quivering. 
 
    Karl was even more startled now, trying to collect himself and find the right words to say to his mother in her desperate state of mind, as she was obviously on her way to losing her will to live out of sheer guilt over her behavior. He had to make all the effort he could to convince her otherwise. 
 
    “You know that is not the truth! We both know that Papa had a long history of troubles with his heart, and while I am the first one to admit that Christina’s liaison and marriage did not strengthen his condition, we will still have to come to terms with the fact that we all have to die eventually.” 
 
    “I know, Karl, but you should have seen his frightened look….his distorted face. Oh my God, I will have to live with this in my heart for the rest of my life!” 
 
    “I understand, Mother. I still live in constant pain thinking of the last expression on Louise’s face. Why do you think I left then and stayed away for so long? There were a thousand reasons—no, I don’t want to exaggerate. But nevertheless, I don’t want you to think I am indifferent to your sorrow. And Mother, I too am still mourning. Like me, you may also never stop! But just think about and remember the forty-two years of a blissful marriage with only the past two years of dismay. Not many people are afforded such happiness, Mother!” 
 
    “You are exaggerating, Karl!” 
 
    “Does it really matter?” 
 
    “Nothing does really matter at this point, son. As long as you don’t leave me….us….to fend for ourselves.” 
 
    “Never. Not ever!” 
 
    Fresh tears started to flow all over again and both wept in each other’s arms as they had never before. It was his time to cry for Louise, which had been overdue for years, and also for his father and sister. 
 
    “Grief has a way of bringing people closer together. At times, extremely close!’ Dr. Novak said, observing their laments, thoroughly convinced now that both would eventually be fine. “I am leaving now. Please give Mr. Reinhardt this bottle of camphor drops for his mother. Also another prescription along with this note. Don’t lose it girl! They need to be together, so don’t disturb them right now. Aren’t you a little young to be all alone in this large place?” he added as an afterthought. 
 
    “My name is Elsa Hanak, and my family works here also. Right now, it’s my turn to watch and wait on Mrs. Reinhardt. Three of my family members are in the kitchen cleaning and cooking, and two are in bed to finally take a rest. It’s been such a bad night for everyone!” 
 
    He nodded, agreeing with her. 
 
    “Dr. Novak,” she said in haste, eager to correct his disappointing appraisal of her age. “I am seventeen already.” 
 
    “That is still very young, when you are sixty like I am,” he soothed her hurt feelings with a kindly smile. As he was leaving the castle, he thought, like everyone else before him, “What a way to start a new year!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    13 
 
    There was no question where Otto and Christina Reinhardt would be put to rest, since the Reinhardts had always had their mausoleum in Vienna. They had agreed on a short service for them in their Lindenfels chapel. Stephany had pleaded with both the priest and Karl not to attend the funeral, and had finally convinced them to stay home, not to have to undergo the stares of onlookers, who often did not even know the deceased and came just to enjoy the lengthy processions in black and veils, which often resembled the first act of a stage play. Many funerals were attended by people who read the obituary, simply to while away the time and have some entertainment. So, with Karl’s sympathetic, “I understand, Mother,” which was accompanied also by the priest’s understanding nod, Stephany had stayed home. 
 
    While many Viennese were still searching feverishly through the newspapers to find out what arrangements were being made for the Reinhardt funeral, Christina and Otto had already been buried. The service, which was held at the castle’s chapel, had only been attended by the few close friends who had accompanied Karl on their fateful mission to the Walden place. The Rombergs, the Auersbachs, as well as all the employees of the castle also paid their respects and had a chance to say their prayers for the two departed. Karl, forlorn and desolate, accepted their condolences while Alex and Verena comforted their grandmother in her darkest hour, assuring her that eventually we all must go to heaven, repeating what the priest had told them very convincingly. 
 
    Once back in Vienna, Karl needed assistance with the countless tasks and answering the never-ending flow of condolence letters. Stephany was only too happy to oblige and help him. She had now moved to a different flight of rooms, hoping to erase some of the memories, however, after a few days, had found it necessary to get back into her old routine, thus feeling more comfortable. 
 
    So far, they had not heard anything from the military, outside of a short private visit by Major Essler in which he offered his assistance. The newspapers had only an article elaborating on the late Otto Reinhardt’s many contributions to Austrian charities, but nothing on the murder of Christina or the deaths of the two military men, verifying again the continuation of the severe censorship that was adhered to through the military and those in power. The new, and rather young Emperor, was not in any way yielding to his mother’s nor his staff’s advice.               
 
    Stephany and Madeleine, whom she had invited for lunch, were seated in Karl’s newly remodeled dining room. At Stephany’s insistence, Madeleine was giving her the first account of their daring rescue mission, also mentioning the many changes in plans they had encountered until discovering Christina’s body. Karl, who had purposely given them some time alone, now entered and quietly took a seat, letting Madeleine continue with the story and the “suicide” of von Walden and Altmann. 
 
    “Good thing, or bad depending on how one looks at it,” Stephany surmised, somewhat cynically and with a hint of satisfaction. “that both of them were faster than our Benedict!” 
 
    “Oh? And why?” interrupted Karl and Madeleine. 
 
    “Very simply, because in his own peculiar way, Benedict adored and idolized Christina. Don’t you know that she found him in a hovel one day, hungry and abused beyond any imagination, covered with boils and lice? It was his pitifully helpless stare that softened her heart, as it had so many times with others in the past,” Stephany said with obvious pride, taking a look heavenwards. “She brought him to our hospital and had him looked after and cleaned up, and made him as well as they could have in his situation! And Benedict, the grateful creature he is, has never forgotten her goodness to him. He must have known that something was wrong there, since he himself volunteered to be near her, giving us all the messages via our kitchen help. Karl, please, do give him some easier work to do,” she pleaded sincerely. 
 
    “Now a lot of things are falling into place. Small wonder he was sitting on her bed crying like a child,” Madeleine uttered, in tears herself. 
 
    “Now, now, Madeleine. I didn’t intend to make you cry.” Stephany soothed her, and changing the subject, she asked, “I understand you are planning to be married this summer? I am so sorry! My idea was to change the subject to something more pleasant, not to connect your tears with your upcoming marriage. Unless they are tears of joy!” All three had a well-deserved laugh, then Mark Wiland was announced. He had come to take Madeleine home. 
 
    “Here is a little trinket for you. Enjoy it! And all my heartfelt thanks to you again!” Stephany smiled kindly, handing her a small, finely adorned satchel. 
 
    “You are too kind, Mrs. Reinhardt! Your son has already given me the most beautiful bracelet. It’s priceless!” 
 
    “And I just gave you the matching necklace,” Stephany said without expecting any thanks on Madeleine’s part. She had known about the bracelet Karl had gotten for his sister and she had, in turn, purchased the matching necklace for Christina’s Christmas present. She thought about it sadly, and yet was glad to make someone else happy. “There certainly couldn’t be anyone nicer to receive it, outside of my unfortunate daughter,” she mused. “The best of luck to you for your future,” she added, embracing Madeleine. 
 
    Karl put his arms around Mark and Madeleine, leading them to the door. “Thank you both, again!” 
 
    “What an incredible lady! To whom is she getting married?” Stephany remarked to Karl. 
 
    “The curator from the art museum. You know Felix. What’s the matter? You are turning white mother!” 
 
    “I’ve known Felix Nordmann quite well for a long time! He is the man Christina had been in love with most of her adult life!” 
 
    “Small world,” he answered, equally astounded. “But what else can one say but to wish them the utmost happiness,” Karl added sincerely. 
 
    “Good luck would be more appropriate! In marrying a widower who has been in love with his work more than with his wife, all the while producing eight children in ten years of marriage, poor Madeleine Kramer will need all the luck she can get,” she concluded. 
 
    “Let’s consider her a friend of ours, mother.” 
 
    “By all means! You and I need good people around us. Probably now more than ever!” 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Regardless of which direction one looked, there was nothing but masses of snow with a few icy spots glancing through, as the fierce storm was covering and uncovering the white blanket at its own liking. Anyone who was lucky enough to be home by a lit fireplace and with enough food in the cupboard would have never ventured outdoors for any reason except a life-threatening crisis. It was the end of February, and with it came a very gloomy and meditative time for Karl, this year reminding him more than any other that it was almost to the hour, ten years ago, when his sister had indirectly forced him to accompany her to the Romberg pharmacy. He was now trying his utmost to avoid thinking about it, as it seemed as if it had taken place just yesterday. And yet, it was so long ago! 
 
    He therefore welcomed the sight of his two children, who had come to join him at a much earlier hour than usual. Both of the governesses claimed that Alex and Verena longed to be with their father, since Grandmother preferred to be alone at the moment, having her long conversation with Otto in heaven. Alex, who was habitually carrying around a book about one or the other generals, never permitting anyone to touch his priceless treasure, was, at the moment, excitedly raving about Napoleon’s many achievements, his present tutor being French and still living in his country’s glorious past, carefully avoiding comments about France’s disastrous defeats and the calamities which followed in the aftermath. He now exclaimed, “Austria did not suffer all that much, Papa!” 
 
    “Who told you that, Alex?” 
 
    “My teacher! He said “Napoleon married Emperor Franz’s daughter, Marie-Louise. They had a son, who died at the age of twenty-three…and…and—” 
 
    Karl stopped listening at the mention of the name of his beloved late wife, his thoughts racing back in time. “Just what I needed to hear!” he thought, watching Verena dress a few of her favorite dolls, pausing at intervals to wiggle her lower loose tooth, causing Alex to read a bit louder, giving his sister long looks of reprimand which in turn displeased Karl and added more sorrow to his not very happy evening. 
 
    Though little squabbles among Christina and himself were the order of the day during his own childhood, a polite, “I am so sorry” would always follow. Alex, however, could not imagine feeling sorry about anything he said, did, or didn’t do, even though his parents had claimed at times that he showed great compassion in others plights. Karl never had permitted anyone to criticize his enormous patience and indulgence in raising his children, always taking blame on himself for not having been there when it was the crucial time for his children. “And in dire need they had been for at least one parent, doubtlessly while I was wallowing in self-pity, not recognizing others sorrows and letting myself be completely consumed by my art and architecture in Paris!” he pondered on. 
 
    “Papa! You were born in 1815, weren’t you?” Alex interrupted again. “I just read that it was the year of Vienna’s Congress and the most important people came to our city to put Europe to peace!” 
 
    “Yes, Alex. I was born when Europe was pieced up, not put to peace! What’s more, Napoleon was defeated at Waterloo by the first Duke of Wellington, which caused about fifty thousand lives to be lost, not counting all the wounded that were left to die on the battlefield. And as for Napoleon….well, he was exiled and died in 1821. Your grandparents on either side lived through it all, and I have heard many stories firsthand. In time, I’m sure you’ll be told too.” 
 
    Verena, who had been listening avidly, as she always was when any type of tale was told, no matter what the subject, suddenly screeched in delight. “Look Papa! I lost my first tooth!” 
 
    Before Karl could even take the offered tooth and give his daughter a word of praise for her bravery, Alex again showed extreme irritation for this unwanted interruption, and being angry for taking away his father’s attention from him he shouted, “Now you look even uglier!” 
 
    Karl, speechless, his mouth going dry and a vein swelling on his forehead, forced himself to stay calm. “Would you repeat to me what you have just said, Alex?” he inquired sternly. 
 
    “You mean that Verena now looks even uglier?” Alex answered with a shrug of indifference. 
 
    “What to do now?” Karl thought, reaching over to his completely unaffected daughter, touching and stroking her face gently. “Verena, look at me,” he said just as softly. “Has Alex ever said this to you before?” 
 
    “He doesn’t mean it, Papa.” 
 
    “How do you know that, dear child?” 
 
    “Grandmother and Grandfather said it, when he was still with us. And the servants. Just everyone I know,” she answered and tried her utmost to smile with a closed mouth, not to show the cavity of her missing tooth. 
 
    “To your father, you do, and will always look very beautiful, even if you have no teeth at all, so open your mouth when you smile. And you know what’s more important than beauty? That you are so very kind, smart, and also that you have the most immaculate manners I have ever encountered in anyone! I am so very proud of you,” he said, hugging her tightly. 
 
    This time she managed a smile, not worrying about her missing tooth. He hugged her again, wondering how long his son had been allowed to torment this lovely and well-mannered child with this inexcusable behavior. 
 
    “I’ll bring you to your bedroom now, Verena, and we’ll talk some more,” he said kindly, leading her out of the room and leaving Alex standing there alone. The child did not even know what this was all about, but also had never before had to cope with rejection, let alone that of his father, who said sharply to him, “I’ll send your governess for you!” And stopping short halfway into the hallway, he turned to say, “The way I feel about you at the moment, I don’t believe that we are going to play games, nor do I want to hear stories from you until I’ve instructed you on how a gentleman behaves, Alex. Do you understand what I mean?” 
 
    Alex nodded defiantly. 
 
    “Good night, brother,” Verena chirped kindly. 
 
    He, however, was too stunned to answer. It had been the first time anyone, and especially Verena, had gotten the upper hand on him. 
 
    “Miss Juliana! Has my son been permitted to insult his little sister? If he has, we do have a problem,” he questioned Verena’s governess, sternly explaining his son’s behavior, scrutinizing her face for her reaction. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Reinhardt, there is a problem, and if I may say so, it has existed for quite a long time. Any suggestion, however slight, on my part, has so far been immediately rebuked, instructing me that Alex would grow out of it in time.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll see to it that he will have outgrown it at this very moment! Why don’t you bring the boy to his playroom? I’ve left him standing in the parlor.” 
 
    Juliana rushed out with a “Yes, sir” and soon brought an unusually chastened boy to his room across from Verena’s, where Hilda, his own governess, was waiting. 
 
    “Have the boy pick up all of his tin and wooden soldiers and put them away. He is not to play. Any sign of disobedience will be reported to me immediately!” 
 
    Both governesses looked up, astounded, never having witnessed an outburst from any of the Reinhardts, and were just able to stutter a subdued, “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Karl returned to Verena’s room, considerably calmer. “Your Papa will make sure that Alex will never again say a bad word to you! That is a promise!” 
 
    She gave him a grateful look and waved to him as he left again to enter Alex’s room. Having both governesses present, Karl looked visibly upset. The games had been put away, but his son was still showing the same indifferent face as before, not even seeming to acknowledge his father’s reentering the room. Juliana and Hilda had always secretly admired Karl’s aristocratic good looks. His piercing blue eyes were now wandering from one to the other in an oppressive silence. 
 
    “Where to begin?” he stated uncomfortably. “I suppose I should first like to hear from Alex what reason he had for calling his little sister ugly,” he said reproachfully, looking at Alex and watching his son’s face carefully. 
 
    “Because she is ugly! And I hate her Papa, I really do!” 
 
    “Now what could she have done to you, for you to hate her?” 
 
    “She….she killed Mama! And made you go away!” 
 
    “Oh, my Lord,” he uttered slowly, cringing at his son’s words and feeling as if someone had stuck a knife into him. 
 
    Surprise was evident on the governesses’ faces, although they did not utter a word. 
 
    “Whoever told you that, Alex?” 
 
    “I’m not telling,” he challenged. 
 
    Karl turned now to Alex’s governess. “How long have you been with us, Miss Hilda?” 
 
    “Two years, sir! He’s never had anyone staying with him longer than three months at a time, sir.” 
 
    “Not much of a record, considering most of our employees have been with us all of their lives. And to think I’ve never even bothered to inquire,” he shrugged in disbelief. 
 
    “Alex has become considerably nicer since you returned in 1848, or I might not be here any longer either,” she stated frankly. 
 
    “Who recommended you?” he asked, sharply, annoyed with her frankness. 
 
    “Your late sister, sir.” 
 
    “I did not ask who had hired you, but who had recommended you. And who had you been working for previously?” 
 
    “I had been governess at the curator Nordmann’s household.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “Four years, sir.” 
 
    “And why did you leave? Or had you been dismissed?” 
 
    “I left without any regrets, sir. They had five children at the time I was hired, and eight when I left! His wife had died in childbirth. I just simply couldn’t handle all the children alone any longer,” she replied sadly. 
 
    “Good Lord, have mercy!” he exclaimed. “You were the only governess there?”, he asked in disbelief, thinking suddenly of poor Madeleine, the future Mrs. Nordmann. 
 
    Now he turned to Juliana. “Has my late sister rescued you too and brought you in this house?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Reinhardt. I came right after Verena’s birth, suffering right along with her and the whole family through all her lengthy operations. And Verena, she was such a very brave little girl,” she recounted the terrible time, almost in tears now. 
 
    “Operations?” he asked, aghast. “What kind of operations?” 
 
    “The ones she had to have on her back, so as not to remain disfigured! You didn’t know, sir? Oh, my Lord, now I’ve said something wrong!” Juliana exclaimed, her hands hiding her face, noticing Karl’s incredulous stare. 
 
    He finally came back to reality and said slowly, still totally dismayed, “No, no! You didn’t Miss Juliana! I have once more been mercifully kept out of things that would hurt me by my dear family.” His face took on a tormented grimace, then changing to one of relief, he added gratefully, “Thank you both, very much! I assure you, things will change, for the simple reason that they just have to,” he promised sincerely, already on his way out and not waiting for an answer. 
 
    Karl’s first thought went to his mother, who had been changing from such a lively lady into a rather somber one. She was mostly staring at Otto’s portrait, withering away more every day. “A most normal stage for a deeply grieving human being,” Dr. Novak had tried to assure him on one of his last weekly visits to her. Karl realized that he could not, at the moment, confront her about Alex’s bad behavior. Nor could he question her about Verena’s operations. He knew that she would absentmindedly, but calmly, answer him as usual. “Papa, Christina, and I did not want to trouble you. At the time, you were already suffering the loss of Louise!”  
 
    Yes Papa, his dear Papa, God rest his soul, and Christina. Neither would have wanted to have him suffer more, just as his mother did not want it! He realized this now more than ever before, still recalling the day of his sudden departure, when Papa had encouraged him with his complete approval to leave. And after he had left, there had never been any mention in any of their letters what problems they had been faced with, always only writing about their pride in his attending one of Europe’s most renowned art schools, envisioning him to carry out one of his grandfather’s great dreams, that his grandson would someday be one of Vienna’s greatest architects. What a joke life had played on him. Him, in his beautiful surroundings in Paris, while his little daughter had been crying from all the excruciating pain she must have had to go through! And to top it off, his son was wondering where in the devil his father went! No wonder he had a negative outlook on life itself and had buried himself into playing the wars of the world, when all along, he needed one parent in his life. And small wonder he had to have a new governess every couple of months. He had doubtlessly been left to fend for himself, with all the agony in his and Louise’s parents’ lives going on, what with Verena’s operations and having to leave most of the upbringing to the governesses for a time. A governess, however qualified she might have been, would never have been able to replace two devoted parents, who had showered him with their love, all the while preparing him for the arrival of a playmate! Karl spun his thoughts, now already feeling sorry for his son and blaming himself for his shortcomings at showing love, and realizing also that Alex could not give it, since he really did not know what it was. Then, his playmate arrived and though her unfortunate birth defect had taken away all of the glory from him and the lavish love that he had enjoyed so far. Poor Alex, he would someday have to come to terms with all the hurt he must have suffered. 
 
    As for his mother, the two months she had shut herself away from life would just have to do! The Reinhardts’ life must continue. However hard it would be for her, and how many trials would go on for them as a family, they would go on! He continued his thoughts, walking over towards his mother’s bedroom. 
 
    “Is Mother still awake, Elsa?” he questioned the maid sitting in front of the room. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Then why are you sitting out here?” 
 
    “She wanted to be alone, sir. I just thought I’d wait an hour and see if she might still need me.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Sometimes she wants me to sit with her and she reads to me, and sometimes I read to her. Or we’ll take walks around the rooms, to strengthen her muscles. And then she sleeps again or talks to me about the late Mr. Reinhardt.” 
 
    Curious about his mother’s habits, he tried to learn more from Elsa. “And how is her appetite? Does she eat regularly?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, since Dr. Novak urged her to.” 
 
    “Well, that is at least some good news! However, Elsa, should you notice something out of the ordinary I should know about, you will tell me, won’t you? It’s very important to all of us that she gets well soon,” he urged her, and was assured by her smiling nod and promise.  
 
    “I certainly will, sir!” 
 
    “She has Egon’s smile!” he thought, and was somehow touched and pleased. Arriving at his reading room, he finally sat down, lit his pipe, and hoped to relax and digest his situation. He rose and walked over to the window, seeing that the storm from a few hours ago had subsided, only the snow was still falling slowly and gently, covering the sleeping earth even more, as well as those who were below her; his father and sister, who had now been gone almost two months, and all the others before them! Sitting down in his favorite chair, he told himself that he would have to make an attempt to set things right. “My son hates his sister. My mother talks to a portrait. What next?” He tried to remember another February, that of 1840. What a different time…what a different day. But when one falls in love, everything is rosy, even in February! Even the bad weather did not matter then. It had been so very beautiful! He sat up now, trying to get his mind off the time ten years ago, concentrating on what had to be done in the future. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “As of today, I’d like to take all my meals together with my children in the old coffee house. This will be large enough for us,” Karl instructed the head housemaid, Mrs. Blauser, the next day. “And after breakfast, I’d like to see all our servants in the hall. Just for a short talk. All of them, please.” 
 
    Alex and Verena arrived for breakfast, perfectly dressed and groomed by their governesses, as always. 
 
    “Good morning, Papa,” Alex greeted him nervously. 
 
    “Are we all eating here together?” Verena asked after hugging him. 
 
    “Yes, children! The three of us are going to eat here until Grandmother is well enough to join us.” 
 
    “Then we’ll be four!” Verena said with great joy. 
 
    “Exactly. And please stop covering your mouth or your tooth is going to be afraid to grow,” Karl jested with a wink. 
 
    “I lost another last night,” she answered, now with an even more bashful smile. 
 
    “Good! Now you’ll have two growing at the same time and they won’t be so lonely,” he laughed, turning to Alex. 
 
    “Have you slept well, Alex?” he inquired, more kindly than Alex had expected. 
 
    “Yes, Papa! And I was very proud of myself last night!” 
 
    “You were?” Karl wondered what exactly his son had in mind to be proud of. 
 
    “Yes! I obeyed your orders without any question, just like an officer!” Karl was relieved that the matter did not lie with his behavior towards his sister. 
 
    “I always obey orders,” Verena quipped eagerly, adding, “I put my dolls to sleep every night and put away my books!” Alex made an attempt to roll his eyes heavenwards, however carefully refraining from commenting. 
 
    “And now I am very proud of both of my children,” Karl complimented them kindly, mostly watching Verena. “She’s only got the dark-brown eyes and curly black hair of Louise. No trace of rosy cheeks, just a pale, rather lifeless complexion.” he thought sadly. And he was right, there was nothing else that would remind anyone of Louise, Verena having a rather wide nose and lips that were too fine with a domineering chin. “Poor girl. The Lord only knows how many scars are disfiguring her back and will stay with her for a lifetime!” But he had to admit that she was the most lovable, cheerful, and easy-going child God had put upon this earth for him. “For this, I shall always be grateful!” he thought, pouring himself some coffee. 
 
    “Well, Alex. Now that you have been obeying my orders, I guess you’ll have to set up all your soldiers for a new battle with me!” Alex was ecstatic. “And,” Karl smiled, “once the snow melts, you and I shall visit the Museum of Armory. Did you know the collection of weapons there dates back to the time of Maximilian the First?” 
 
    “Yes, I did, Papa! It’s the largest in the world,” he reminded his father in haste, and with all the vigor and enthusiasm he could muster. 
 
    Karl could not remember ever having seen the boy happier, and asked, “Have you been there before, Alex? You seem to know so much about it!” 
 
    “No, Papa, this will be my first time. But I have already read about it,” he answered, a hint of sadness lacing his voice. “Grandfather said it would be too grand for me!” 
 
    “Well, I believe he may have felt you were a bit too young for it,” Karl said, attempting to sooth Alex’s bruised ego. “But I feel you are now coming of age where you and I can have a great time together there!” 
 
    “Thank you very much, Papa!” 
 
    Verena, who had been attentively listening to their conversation, was not a bit perturbed to have been left out of it and continued to eat her breakfast. 
 
    “And as for you, Verena, I will have your governess find some nice place for us to visit once the weather becomes more bearable.” 
 
    “Maybe we should wait until my teeth have grown back, please, Papa!” she implored meekly. “And then, maybe Grandmother will be well again also, and we all can go together. I have already been to the puppeteer theater twice now and I did so enjoy that!” 
 
    Karl noticed Alex’s eyes rolling again and gave him a slightly admonishing glance, telling Verena, “You are a fine girl, Verena! And Alex, girls are special and this is why they have more interest in the fine arts. Generally,” he added. 
 
    Again, Verena put her hand in front of her mouth, causing a laugh even from Alex now. 
 
    “I am sorry about last night,” he finally managed to get out, not knowing in which direction to look first and having difficulty in expressing his apology. But to Karl it didn’t matter. Noticing the efforts of his son trying to make amends was satisfaction enough. 
 
    Verena, with her easy-going and friendly way, helped him when she blurted out, “Oh, Alex, so am I!” completely forgetting her two missing teeth. 
 
    “Apology accepted,” Alex said with the most dazzling smile he could muster. 
 
    Karl, recognizing both their efforts to make him comfortable, hoped that this would be the beginning of a more amiable time to come for all of them. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “And how was your night, Mother?” Karl entered his mother’s bedroom, showing good humor. 
 
    “Not so good, Karl!” 
 
    “Neither was mine, if that is any consolation to you. However, my morning has started out delightfully! And if you don’t mind, I’d like to talk to you a little.” 
 
    Stretching out her hand to him, she gestured for him to sit next to her at the table that had been moved near her bed, where she still had her breakfast dishes. He could see that, so far, she had touched hardly anything on the table. “It’s nice to have you to talk to, Karl! Why don’t you ring for the maid to take the breakfast away?” 
 
    Taking her hand, and lightly squeezing it, he remarked, “It looks as though you haven’t eaten any of it, Mother. Don’t you want to continue?” 
 
    “No, I believe I’ve had enough for now. But tell me, what have you to report that makes you so happy?” 
 
    As he retold the incident of last night, he watched her closely to see how she would react to each detail. She finally picked up on his story and elaborated. “By spring of 1848, Thomas von Walden had nothing better to do than to twist every word Christina had told him of Louise’s death and your departure. As I said, this hateful man must have told Alex that the birth of Verena had caused his mother to die, and also that you had been sent away, when Christina had the children at the castle right after she met him. This man has caused so much sorrow, and I am still not sure whether I have forgiven Christina for allowing such talk… and also to take up with him in the first place! Don’t you think she should have seen through him and his rotten character?” she asked uneasily, not knowing where to place her feelings for Christina and also not sure if Karl would see them as misguided. Not receiving any reply, she continued. “As soon as Alex told us, we did not permit the children to visit her house again. And this will also give you an insight of why Papa and I were so bitter and behaved as we did.” 
 
    “There is apparently still much for me to know!” 
 
    She ignored his plea for the moment. “As for the other squabbles—who looks better or uglier,” she smiled amusedly, “there was a time when you and Christina were constantly in a contest and not any better behaved than Alex is now. Don’t you remember the times you both were hardly on speaking terms? Verena, now—she is a completely different child. She is so mild-mannered and not at all the fighting type. Besides, she looks up so to her older brother!” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose we were not any different, but we did apologize to each other!” 
 
    “As you have had to learn, at your father’s insistence I might mention, so will Alex from now on, I’m sure! Children just have to learn.” As an afterthought, she said, “You know, Karl, how much he treasured tranquillity, peace, and beauty in everything that surrounded him. And he loved your children dearly! Karl, I miss him so very much!” She had tears in her eyes now. 
 
    Karl put his arm around her. “I know. I know, Mother! I’ve also spent half of my nights thinking about him and his wonderful and wise manner that put everyone at ease and kept all happy! And just as Papa, I also try not to talk about it, keeping away all unpleasant things. But how long can I bear it?” he sighed deeply. 
 
    They were then interrupted by the maid, who had finally come to take away the tray, excusing herself for not appearing sooner. 
 
    He resumed his train of thought again. “By the way, Mother, when are you going to be up and around again? We do need you. You realize that, don’t you? And we do want you in our midst. The children are constantly asking for you.” 
 
    “Up and around,” she mused. “I am up every day, at Dr. Novak’s, yours, and Elsa’s insistence! Around, I suppose I am not....at least I’m not sure of it,” she smiled faintly. 
 
    “I’ve just had a meeting with our staff. Needless to say, they are also asking for you and sending their love and best wishes!” 
 
    “How nice of them! But why a meeting?” 
 
    “Just to keep them informed and also to see that they stay as orderly as they always have been! And, of course, to show them that there still is a Reinhardt around for them who cares,” he said, now with a little admonishment in his voice. 
 
    “I am so glad you did that, Karl, since I have no interest in anything whatsoever!” 
 
    “I feel for you, Mother. Would you think that a change of scenery would make you feel better? I mean, as soon as the weather improves? I’m speaking from experience, you know.” He smiled, stroking her frail hand and thinking, “Whatever has become of this strong and resolute lady?” 
 
    “Oh, Karl. I’m chastising myself for not telling you that for some weeks now, I have been thinking very strongly about this. But do you believe that once the mourning time is over—I mean, when I put away my black veil. Mourning will never be over for me, you know that—but do you think I could travel to Prague? I would like to see my family there.” 
 
    “Your family?” he asked uneasily and in astonishment. You’ve never mentioned any family before!” 
 
    “Well, Papa and I felt that they would only be trouble, and since he had had nothing but problems and expenses with his own family, we’d just have my family stay away also. And since he never minded expense, we would send them money also.” 
 
    “Are you planning to keep on paying them?” 
 
    “Actually, we stopped paying them when my parents died within a few months of each other, and the rest of them became quite angry!” 
 
    “So you have no idea who is still alive and no connection to anyone now?” 
 
    “Not really. I am sure Papa and the Wilands took care of everything. I know they always did quite generously.” 
 
    “Why don’t we plan, then, to go together, later on in the fall maybe, and make it a real nice and comfortable journey! And next year, we plan on going to Paris! Alex being so eager to go to a pre-military school, that might be the only chance for us to go together, all four of us, probably for a long time to come. I want to show you where I lived and you can meet the Mathieus, who I’m sure are going to live forever, as far as I can see from the regular and most touching mail I receive.” He laughed out loud now, remembering their meeting of ten years ago. “Two mummies, arisen from death,” he laughed again.  “Mother, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Getting up my son! I was down, but not completely out,” she jested. 
 
    “Let me call Elsa to help you!” 
 
    “I’m not an invalid, Karl! And I plan to see Prague again, so I might as well start getting ready right now! Because I believe I could go by myself and meet up with you later….and the children!” 
 
    “Hopefully not in four years,” he said mirthfully, helping her up. “What would I ever do without you, Mother? 
 
    “Maybe I should ask this question of you! Whatever would I do without you now that your father is gone?” she answered wistfully, wondering once again how much he knew or had been told about being adopted, but everything would have to be discussed in time. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Your son Alex did rather poorly on his lessons today, Mr. Reinhardt,” the middle-aged, skinny, conceited tutor Roger Dubois complained with a polite, but sour smile, and became slightly irritated noticing Karl’s disinterest. “He has seemed somewhat distracted for about a week now. While I am talking arithmetic, he talks about the weather! When I am talking about social studies, it is again the weather! Even his favorite subject, the battles of history, did not bring him away from the weather. Or rather the change of the weather! You must understand that this is very displeasing and discouraging to me and I feel strongly about it, Mr. Reinhardt.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Dubois. That’s fine.” 
 
    “I…. I don’t understand you, sir. Have you heard me? This is not at all like you,” the tutor stammered, moving from one leg to the other, not knowing how to take Karl’s nonchalant reaction. 
 
    “How could you? You never had any children.” 
 
    “No, Mr. Reinhardt. If I had—” 
 
    “I know you would be very concerned, and rightly so! Unless you had promised a child like Alex to tour the Armory Museum once the snow has melted.” 
 
    “How could I even think as far as to permit myself to compare my child, had I one?” 
 
    “Because of our money Dubois?” 
 
    Dubois nodded half-heartedly in embarrassment. 
 
     Karl smiled sadly. “You don’t believe that our hearts ache just as much as others. The last two months should have disabused you of that illusion!” 
 
    “I am very sorry about all that happened to you and your family, Mr. Reinhardt.” 
 
    Karl waved away the apology. He felt there was none called for. Alex behaved badly and he was the first to acknowledge this. “Right now, teach my boy about Napoleon’s many defeats and plunders. Tell him especially about the winter in Russia and tell him about how Napoleon’s poor soldiers froze to death standing up, barefooted and in rags! For that matter, talk about all those so-called military geniuses of history who have sent their troops to their death without losing a night of sleep. My son has to learn that not every battle that is set out to be won ends thus. Not in the past and not in our own lifetime! He must now be prepared to take losses, or life will have no meaning,” Karl strongly impressed on the teacher. 
 
    “I shall do it, sir. I promise to do so in the future,” Dubois said hoarsely, subdued. 
 
    “Well, this should do for our talk about Alex’s problems. I have ordered new clothes made for all of our staff. Do meet with one of tailors in the next few days.” 
 
    “What kind of clothing, sir?” he hastened to ask, hoping it wouldn’t be the type to make him look like a lackey, or worse. 
 
    “Two suits to your own liking, Mr. Dubois! You are, as our teacher, also representing our house,” Karl reminded him kindly, to Roger Dubois’ relief. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be fair to accept, knowing that your son is leaving for military school soon, as I assume that my services will be terminated,” Dubois said, cloaking his question of what was in store for him, without really asking it, knowing any new position he would have to seek elsewhere would never match his present salary. 
 
    “The question is ‘if’, Mr. Dubois, but even if he does, I still have a daughter who will also be in need of an excellent teacher. Therefore, your services will be required for some time to come,” Karl answered encouragingly, dismissing the tutor upon seeing that his mother was now walking, smiling, on the arm of Elsa. 
 
    “Dearest Mother! How wonderful to see you smiling!” Roger Dubois heard Karl’s overjoyed comment as he was returning to his room and staring out of the window in sheer wonderment, hoping for an early spring for the sake of his generous master and his difficult son. With two new suits, made to his own preference and his ensured continued employment in one of Vienna’s finest houses, the nostalgic urge to return to France had been lessened considerably. 
 
    Karl, still beaming, said to his mother, “I’ve decided, with your permission of course, we shall all eat here again, Mother! Sort of reopening our old coffeehouse,” he said, helping to seat her comfortably in her regular chair. He dismissed Elsa and rang for his late father’s valet, whose position now included a few new jobs, so as not to have him feel obsolete. Karl revealed enthusiastically all the new plans he had thought through during his sleepless nights, also telling his mother his visions about Verena and Alex’s immediate future, mentioning casually that he would delay his work as an architect in order to spend more time with the family and to look after the Reinhardt’s household and it’s best interests, ending with, “just as I have been trained to do, Mother.” He also outlined his intention to modify many of the rooms in Vienna, as well as Lindenfels, refurbishing everything, not leaving anything up to chance. “Christina’s furniture has already been packed and is now waiting to be transported back to the castle, weather permitting. Von Walden’s dreary house will be completely torn down, and new stables are on my long list of priorities, as I have been aiming to increase our team of horses, as well as the cows, sheep, geese, etc.  And also, I shall plant more grapes; different types than we have now, you know. And then, we’ll add an additional winery!” 
 
    “Quite an undertaking, son!” 
 
    “Well, Mother, if I can’t do well for myself, I won’t be able to for others. All this amounts to is more employment and less poor on the streets.” 
 
    “And don’t forget the hospitals and orphanages, our dear Papa’s most precious projects.” 
 
    “Everything is going to continue as it has for so long, but I believe it would be his intent to improve on it.” 
 
    “Oh Karl, before I forget, please give away all of Christina’s clothes, as well as my own, as I have resolved to only wear black from now on.” 
 
    “All right, Mother. As you wish. And if you should change your mind someday, you’ll just have to have new ones made! We’ll ask the Rombergs to do this. They know best who is in need and which places to give them to. What about Papa’s?” 
 
    “I don’t believe I’m ready to part with them yet.” 
 
    “I understand.” He sighed, sorry to have even touched on it, then changing the subject, he continued lightly. “How about renovating the kitchen here while we are doing all this?” 
 
    “Please, Karl, why don’t you walk down there with me and we’ll see what is to be done!” 
 
    He obliged joyfully, suspecting she had her own ideas as far as that female domain was concerned. 
 
    All looked up in surprise, followed by visible shock at her ghostlike appearance, and greeted her with a slight bow, their downcast faces barely able to utter any proper word of condolence. Her high-buttoned, black velvet dress, with the only adornment being two rows of Biwa pearls that in the past had been reserved only for funerals, was underlining her still present beauty and elegance. 
 
    Holding onto her son’s arm, she walked slowly towards the most prominent table in the kitchen. “This is where it all began for me forty-two years ago.” She spoke thoughtfully, holding onto the corner of the table, stroking it with a faint smile. “Right here is where your father asked me, ‘So you are the young lady from Prague?’” She searched in the somber faces surrounding her for someone from that time, but most of them were so much younger now. Then all of a sudden, the head cook replied, “Yes, Mrs. Reinhardt! And just minutes later, Mr. Albert Reinhardt invited you for dinner. I remember it well. I was the one who dropped the bowl of egg whites when your dear aunt fainted! You were so kind, and saved me from being slapped by remarking that it was an accident. Do you remember that?” 
 
    “How well I remember that day and everything with it,” she answered smilingly, glancing at each of their servants, who for generations now had served the Reinhardts so well and with an almost fanatic loyalty. 
 
    “My son has a lot of plans for redoing some parts of the house, which hopefully includes whitewashing the kitchen and putting more comfortable chairs into our rooms and whatever else needs to be done.” She said it as a statement with a pleased look on her face, proudly and delightedly looking up at Karl. 
 
    “Oh, yes! And we were told we are all getting two new uniforms in a lighter gray,” the head housemaid said in satisfaction. 
 
    “My son, like his wonderful father, is a man of great vision. I know he’ll continue his father’s work and will also continue to make you feel proud to be a Reinhardter,” she said, smiling mysteriously, remembering the words of Mrs. Fischer from long ago, who now had been dead for quite a long time. “That’s the ‘R’ that stands for Royalty!” Stephany wouldn’t dare go back that far. 
 
    The last so-called Reinhardters of relation to Otto was now only a widow who had been a very fortunate postmaster’s daughter and whose father had become an innkeeper and landowner with the money of the Reinhardts, and a very lucky, adopted son, Karl, whose father may either be a laborer or a nobleman, who knows. However, he had become an architect with the Reinhardts’ money. Then there was sweet Louise, whose life couldn’t be saved despite the Reinhardt money. And then there had been Christina, the only blood relative really, and again the money of the Reinhardts had proven more of a curse than a blessing, and had in fact determined her untimely death. And now there are Alex and Verena. Who knows? Much too soon to tell. Looking back, she wished she had persuaded Otto to adopt many more children, as she herself had only been able to make a very poor contribution to continuing a dynasty, which was barely being held together by its roots, just as Otto had once so eloquently stated. “Now, with Christina gone, even these roots have disappeared.” Her thoughts went on. She had promised him a happy home life and they had had a blissful marriage. Actually, a perpetual honeymoon which, to her understanding had lasted to his dying day, and as far as she believed, had been all Otto had ever wanted in life. 
 
    “Mother?” Karl interrupted her musing as they were leaving the kitchen. “You look extremely pensive. May I intrude on your thoughts?” 
 
    “Oh, I have only been trying to put memories into perspective.” She paused, waving to the servants. “Hard to believe that it all started in a kitchen. And I must assure you that in all my sixty years of life, I have never had any cause to cry as much as I have in the past two months. How very lucky, and how very sad,” she choked in despair, tears flowing down her face. 
 
    “How is it written in the good book again? There is a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to dance and a time to mourn. Let us be honest now, Mother. We have laughed and done all the things as they have been prophesied, and we do now have to do our mourning as well.” 
 
    “Grandmother!” Verena shrieked excitedly, running happily towards Stephany. “Look, I have lost two of my teeth!” 
 
    “Oh, my Lord, already? This means you are indeed growing up, my dear child!” Stephany hugged her tightly. 
 
    Alex came then, walking proudly, escorted by his tutor. “Your grandson heard your voices and there was no reasoning with him or holding him back.” 
 
    “Grandma! Father is taking me to the Armory Museum,” he cheered. “And I missed you so much!” 
 
    They all stood around, looking at each other happily. 
 
    “Like the good book says, ‘and a time for love’.” Stephany smiled gratefully, taking her grandchildren’s outstretched hands. 
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    It was the last day of May 1851, and with this, the day of Madeleine’s wedding had arrived. The list of guests, which included mostly the upper class and prominent people of Vienna, was endless. Stephany’s regrets to attend the festive occasion had been anticipated and Felix Nordmann was therefore breathing easier, not to have to face the mother of Christina and also the fact that a lot of the guests would most certainly attend simply to see Stephany, macabre as the Viennese are, and try to find out more about the mysterious deaths, which to them would be of considerably more interest than his second marriage. 
 
    Karl had taken his children along in order to opt for an earlier departure, not at all anxious to meet the well-known, much talked about groom. Outside of that, he did enjoy meeting with many of his long-time friends, among whom were Max and Moritz Romberg, who had recently moved back to Vienna to take over their ailing father’s pharmacy. He met Dr. Kramer, Madeleine’s father, who was rather a jovial and enjoyable man, as well as Major Essler, who was happy and eager to finally introduce his son Kurt to Alex, hoping fervently that the two would share their common interests and consequently become friends, or at least friendly. 
 
    Alex amazed his father with his cordial behavior towards his sister, and also in announcing to Kurt’s mother and Major Essler that even though Verena was only six years old, she could fluently converse in French as well as German, with which he in turn astonished his ‘wonderful tutor, Mr. Dubois’, as he called him. Karl was pleasantly surprised, and wondered what had brought all of this about. 
 
    Tongue in cheek, Major Essler related to them that, contrary to Alex’s well-behaved manner towards his sister, he had had to leave Kurt’s sister at home in order not to be embarrassed by their constant quarrels, at which Alex looked at him curiously, pretending not to know what he could possibly mean. 
 
    Karl finally met up with Madeleine and her new husband, who indeed reminded him of von Walden, at least in the manner of conceit. He could otherwise not find any similarity between the two that Christina had loved so much. “Poor Christina, and poor Madeleine!” he thought. Madeleine, however, looked very happy in her satin dress in an ecru color which was complimented by a little flower chaplet in her blond hair. “No doubt,” he thought. “by tomorrow she will have to replace it with a drab apron to be maid, cook, and governess in one! And wife? Of that man? Who will ever understand?” Shortly before leaving this over-crowded wedding, which his children seemed to enjoy more than himself, he decided to take the longer way home, passing his and Louise’s ‘dream house’, which he had not been back to and stood empty, save a few caretakers. The thought to drive by had originated with Major Essler’s mother’s inquiry whether or not the house was for rent, rather than sale, since she wouldn’t want the responsibility to maintain it, being in need of only one floor of the house. Karl had promised to think on it and let her know his decision. 
 
    When he quickly halted the horses and turned around to stop at a post to tie them up, he was suddenly surrounded by a large group of poorly dressed and somewhat grim looking girls and boys admiring his two white stallions. He noticed that he had stopped in front of an orphanage. Alex and Verena were peering out of the coach curiously, surprised at the frenzy that went on about the horses. 
 
    “They are the most beautiful horses I have ever seen, sir!” one of the girls shrieked, her blond hair popping around her. “May I touch them?” she continued, enraptured. 
 
    “Of course, if you like! They are used to children and quite gentle,” he replied warmly. 
 
    Standing on her toes, the girl started stroking the neck of one of the horses as she leaned over on the horse’s face, while the rest of the orphans watched hesitantly. 
 
    “Lillian Brehmer! Is that you again? You and your horses that keep you in constant trouble and this place in an uproar!” an exasperated nun scolded. “You have an extra hour on your knees again, this time on a piece of wood!” she continued to rant, irate and pulling the girl away by her hair. 
 
    “You will have to settle your problem with me, as it was I who gave her permission!” Karl’s voice sounded just as irritated, his voice loud and strong, leaving no doubt about his real intention. 
 
    “The child should know better by now. She’s obsessed with those frightful creatures! Someday, she’ll be kicked or trampled to death like her parents had the bad fortune to be!” the nun tried to justify her outrage, still pulling on Lillian’s hair. 
 
    Now a boy, just as blond as Lillian only a little older, came over, followed by a redhead, obviously his friend. “What did my sister do again?” he asked, more resentful than subdued. 
 
    “What do you think?” the nun answered him. “Can’t you see the horses Hannes? Must I explain more?” the nun asked the boy, rather sarcastically. “Go and change your dusty clothes and get ready for devotions, all of you! And do hurry!” she insisted sharply, ignoring Karl’s presence. 
 
    It was not hard for him to analyze her, since her face looked more like that of a vicious bulldog than that of a mild-hearted nun. Since he realized that this was one of the Reinhardt funded orphanages, he thrilled at the prospect of really teaching her a lesson about treating children in such a manner. 
 
    “Hey you! Heaven forbid that I call you nun or Sister! Your behavior is neither charitable nor kind and you, therefore, are not entitled to either one of them. I shall speak to your Mother Superior. Now!” 
 
    “That is not possible, sir! No strangers are allowed here,” she reminded him sternly with a slight sneer, ready to enter the sanctuary following the children who had quietly disappeared. 
 
    “Then you leave me no choice but to prove you wrong,” he called after her. 
 
    Alex gripped his father’s hand, prepared to go into battle with him, whereas Verena clung to Karl’s side without a word, taking all this commotion in stride. The nun noticed Alex’s rebellious grimace and slammed the heavy door in their faces. 
 
    “Oops! One should never do that!” Verena declared solemnly, meticulously keeping her good manners, as always. 
 
    “No, one really ought not do that! And Verena, if one does, one must pay, mustn’t one?” Karl demurred, taking the few steps to the door and pulling the cord of the bell. 
 
    Two middle-aged nuns came running to the door, however, asking what his desire was. He had to quench the laugh that was creeping up in his chest, looking at their somber, horse-like faces. Asking himself whether he had come to the door of a menagerie or an orphanage, he noticed the bulldog-faced one upstairs, surprise on her face at his return. 
 
    “I must see Mother Superior at once!” 
 
    “Our mother is in prayers!” 
 
    “Then interrupt her! I am Karl Reinhardt, the benefactor of this shelter for these unfortunate children to whom your sister has behaved so heartlessly. Do not take me lightly!” 
 
    Their faces fell and became even whiter than the rims of their habits as they looked at him with trepidation. One of them mustered up the courage to answer him. “Beg your pardon Mr. Reinhardt! We will certainly inform Mother Superior of your presence!” she stammered in awe. Her hands folded, she asked him cordially to come in and to wait in their little vestibule, viewing his two children with an uneasy smile.  
 
    Through the vestibule’s door, he could see four more nuns who were standing around in a huge, but bare room with a large crucifix on the wall and a couple of tables with benches around them, nothing much reminiscent of a religious institution. As he looked at God’s servants with their large, white head gear over their black habits, he realized the pitiful state these children must be in, at their mercy with no one to turn to. 
 
    “You wanted to see me, Mr. Reinhardt?” a tall, serene visaged nun inquired kindly, eyeing him curiously, trembling as she recognized her own son. 
 
    “I do indeed, Sister!” 
 
    “How can I help you? I am Mother Superior.” She corrected him with dignity, listening to his side of the story, paying close attention to what he had to say. After he had finished, she took a deep breath, gazing out of the window, before she answered candidly. “Let’s assume there are only six nuns in this large shelter, or orphanage as we call it, and those six nuns are fully responsible for at least sixty children at a time, but of various ages and backgrounds, not only for their well-being, but also for their educational and behavioral growth. Believe it or not, some of these children are quite strong-willed and defiant because of what they have had to go through before they had the good fortune to come to us. Tell me please, how does one handle them? Well, we do it by the Golden Rule and an iron hand!” she answered herself, not really interested in hearing what he had to say to this. 
 
    She asked, interrupting herself, “Could I offer you a cup of tea….and the children some milk, maybe?” One of the nuns came in when she rang the bell, and she gave orders to delay devotions until the visitors had left. 
 
    “How kind of you to make time for my complaint,” Karl offered, smiling and thanking her for the tea. 
 
    “One can be flexible occasionally without appearing to be soft,” she soothed, but Karl could feel the strength behind her cool manner. 
 
    Another nun knocked and came accompanied by a child who Karl recognized to be Hannes, the one who had asked what his sister had done now. The boy asked the gentleman’s permission for his children to come out and play hopscotch with the others. 
 
    Before Karl could answer, Mother Superior had already responded, “And why not?” overriding his answer again. 
 
    Even though Alex and Verena had never heard of the game, both were glad to try anything to avoid the boring conversation on rigid rules and strict discipline in an orphanage. As far as Alex was concerned, this was no military academy, and in his opinion, here, no one could force anything. Verena was more concerned about Lillian’s punishment after seeing the nun pull the girl’s hair. 
 
    Karl gave short, but precise answers to Mother Superior’s carefully selected questions, at the same time enjoying watching his children play so cheerfully outside, mostly seeking the company of Hannes and Lillian. He felt it was finally his turn to ask a few questions of his own, and began by inquiring about Lillian’s love for horses, and also about Hannes and the ever-present redhead, who he noticed was standing around and reading most of the time. 
 
    “Ah yes!” She smiled again. “This is an especially sad case, if one speaks of sad events! Their father had been beating them with the same horse whip he also used on his wife, and of course, the animals. When I mentioned shelter in the same breath with orphanage before, I meant that we also provide shelter for children that are being badly abused and we care for them until we can find a suitable home that can foster them, treat them well, or adopt them at best.” She went on to tell him more about the Brehmer children and their now dead parents. She also told him about the redhead who had been brought into the Brehmer family by marriage, and who was forever full of expectations to someday become a priest. Both of the Brehmers had been married and widowed before they had met and married again. “I had given my word to her mother, before she died, that all three children would stay together in the case of an adoption,” she continued. 
 
    “And what are the chances of these three children staying together in the case of an adoption?” he asked speculatively. 
 
    “Not very good. For one thing, most people prefer to adopt a newborn to raise as they see fit, and for another, I don’t believe that there are too many families who would care to adopt three children in these times.” 
 
    “I shall have to talk with my mother and, with her, weigh the possibility of at least bringing them into our house. It would probably be good for my two offspring, since they do, at times, get quite lonely for having different interests. And seeing them so happy out there, having so much fun with other children gives me the greatest pleasure! Aside from all this, I may soon lose my son to the military academy. He is very adamant about becoming an officer! He would then, most likely, enter the Prinz Eugene Academy as early as next year.” 
 
    “Become an officer?” she interrupted, looking quite unhappy and slightly red in the face as she bit her lip. 
 
    “Yes, Mother Superior. I might add that I don’t like it any better than you seem to,” he replied, letting her know that he had read her mind. 
 
    “As far as the adoption is concerned, I would suggest not saying anything to the children yet, since it is the Bishop who makes the last decision, and while he is a fair man, he might also consider it unwise since you are a single man. It would be rather cruel to get the children’s hopes up and then have to tell them that it was only a fairy tale.”  
 
    “Let the Bishop try to stop me!” Karl said self-assuredly, now even more eager to take all three of them. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “We had the nicest time today with a lot of friendly children. And now I know how to play hopscotch!” Verena rushed to her grandmother, hugging her and telling her all about the exciting time she had had. And Alex, usually very blasé about all that was not military-related, had only good things to tell about this afternoon’s outing. 
 
    “So, it was an enjoyable wedding! I’m so glad you could all attend!” 
 
    “I’m afraid, Mother, the children weren’t referring to the wedding, but to a different visit we had. We didn’t really stay at the wedding that long, although the children enjoyed themselves there as well.” 
 
    “Where else did you go? To one of the museums?” 
 
    “No, Grandmother. We went to Saint Anthony’s orphanage!” Alex explained triumphantly. 
 
    “Good Lord! How did you get in? Those nuns guard that place against any intruder with their lives!” 
 
    “Papa just rang their bell really hard and pounded on the door, almost breaking it.” Alex beamed with pride. 
 
    “Any reason for this aggressiveness, Karl?” 
 
    Alex was already giving her the answer before Karl could even respond. “One of the snow geese slammed the door in Papa’s face.” 
 
    Ignoring Alex, Stephany invited Karl to sit down. “Let’s discuss this in a thorough manner.” She smiled, pleased at seeing both children clinging to him. 
 
    The longer she listened to his explanation of what transpired at the orphanage, occasionally interrupted by Alex’s ‘excuse me, Papa, this was this way, or that way’, she became more and more convinced of the fact that Karl had adoption on his mind. 
 
    “First, Karl, I would consider it on a trial basis, if I may have any say in the matter. Those children may be just as disappointed in these new surroundings as Alex and Verena might be in having them.” 
 
    “Very well then, Mother. Let’s debate this, all the pros and cons, especially taking into account the views of our children.” 
 
    “Hannes has never seen any toy soldiers, but he is informed on history. He knew that Napoleon’s nephew is President of Paris,” Alex said with a considerably pleased tone in his voice. 
 
    Verena intervened, “And Lillian is only permitted to read religious books, and none of the children are allowed any dolls,” she added sadly. 
 
    Stephany and Karl exchanged glances, listening to the array of information given them by the children. Karl suddenly remembered the little redheaded boy. “Ah, yes! There is another; this shy little boy, Franz-Xavier. I don’t rightly know where to place this little redhead. You must know, Mother, I was told he is adamantly planning to become a priest.” 
 
    “Then let our priest have a pupil! Father Hugo enjoys the easiest job in Vienna.” She smiled delightedly at this suggestion. 
 
    “Splendid idea, Mother! With that, the little deprived trio could be in one house together. I just hope the Bishop will be satisfied with the idea, as Mother Superior already mentioned there might be a problem since I am a single man,” he sighed. 
 
    “Let him try otherwise!” Stephany said, repeating his own words at the orphanage, and also his late father’s favorite expression. They smiled at each other, both equally determined not to let go of what they wanted to achieve. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    The overweight Bishop was sitting in a soft chair in an ornately decorated room, toying with a delicate bonbon dish. Upon entering, Karl immediately thought to himself, “Not at all like the frugal nuns and other priests’ habitats, trying to continue living on the plain life of Christ, but a very pompous place of his Holy Excellency!” Karl was motioned to a seat, not being addressed by his name, and being stared at with appraising eyes. 
 
    “I have a request in front of me, however, I have had no time to study it thoroughly. Something about an adoption on a trial basis?” the Bishop emphasized with a voice smooth as silk. 
 
    “I explained it all to Mother Superior.” 
 
    “But therein lies the difficulty,” the Bishop interrupted with a tinge of self-importance. “First, these three children will get spoiled in the luxurious lifestyle of the Reinhardts, and then, if they are not to your family’s liking, we will have them returned to us!” 
 
    Karl had never even thought about it in those terms and had to hold onto himself in order not to show his anger. “Nothing could be further from my mind, Bishop Rastner!” 
 
    The Bishop was annoyed at not being called at least ‘Your Excellency’, but, resolved that from a Reinhardt it was no surprise really, continued on in his smooth voice. “But then why the trial basis?  You are not a foster home.” 
 
    “While I am not an expert on your procedures, my mother and I have considered the feelings of the children we are trying to adopt. What if they do not like it at our house and get homesick for their friends at St. Anthony’s?” 
 
    “I would love to believe that, however, my largest concern is your difficult son, Alex, who had his governess dismissed with the snap of his finger! Why do I know this, you may wonder?” 
 
    Karl nodded, deeply offended. 
 
    “My niece had the privilege to work for your family, and of course, lasted only two months, when she was let go like a pestering fly!” The Bishop’s voice was no longer silky, as he took a bonbon, not offering the dish to Karl and continued. “She told me she loathed the boy’s bad moods, his fanatical obsession with the military, as well as his indifference on one side and his outbursts towards his little sister on the other!” he finished bitterly, watching for Karl’s provoked reaction. 
 
    “Bishop, the way I see it today, it is I who should be chastised for his bad behavior in the past. I was the one who left abruptly after my wife’s sudden death, believing to have left my children in very capable hands. At least, that is what I was led to believe from the letters I received. I—” 
 
    “Come now, Mr. Reinhardt,” the Bishop interrupted him impatiently. “We have thousands of orphans who find themselves overnight without parents, be it accidental death as it was in your case, or wars, or in so many cases, desertion. And in most cases, they are lucky enough to find relatives to look after them. Your son had too much pampering….too much of everything! Very typical of what I call the undeserving rich.” 
 
    “I am indebted to you for all your unsolicited remarks, Bishop Rastner. I now feel quite a relief from my burden of having gone away without any explanation, even to myself! I am here for my children now, and they have my undivided attention!” 
 
    “You have gone to the best school, for one thing.” The Bishop said truthfully. “As for the other, it will be unfolding at the right opportunity. Life is a long road of never-ending learning processes. Of course, most miss their opportunity to see it as such.” 
 
    Karl smiled in agreement. “My father, God rest his soul, had the very same idea!” 
 
    “How is Mrs. Reinhardt holding up? Very fine lady!” he added convincingly. 
 
    “If I can only get her out of the house, or interested in something, she’ll be all right, I’m certain!” 
 
    “Time heals.” 
 
    “It has not in my case, Bishop.” 
 
    “It takes a little longer with some of us.” 
 
    Karl could not ignore the sound of bitterness in the bishop’s voice and was convinced that he too had not always known only the good times. 
 
    “Has the von Walden case ever been resolved?” Rastner asked brusquely, getting up slowly. 
 
    “They do have their difficulties, since all involved are dead.” 
 
    “Thomas von Walden had been a child of extreme abuse,” the Bishop offered. 
 
    “I’ve heard as much,” Karl sighed. 
 
    “I would like to talk to both of your children, alone,” the Bishop announced now, ending further conversation on von Walden. 
 
    “As you wish, Bishop Rastner. Just set the date.” 
 
    “I mean today,” he said without hesitation. 
 
    “You’ll have them here within two hours, if not earlier.” 
 
    “Two hours will suffice. I must study your request a bit more thoroughly. We shall see then.” 
 
    Karl was infuriated but only replied, “Thank you, Bishop Rastner.” 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Reinhardt, I will also need Father Hugo’s presence since he would be responsible for Franz-Xavier. Just in case. But so far, my decision is not final,” he added hastily. 
 
    “One can hope then?” 
 
    “One should always have hope!” the Bishop corrected with a small smile, shaking Karl’s hand firmly. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Mother dear, say a long and intensive prayer to all the saints you can think of. I believe we are a small step closer in getting the children!” 
 
    “And while I am at it, I will ask Father to intervene, since he is right up there,” she added mechanically, and Karl was glad the Bishop had not insisted on talking to her. 
 
    “Father Hugo, please get ready for our visit to the Bishop!” 
 
    “His eminence, Bishop Rastner?” 
 
    “Yes! He wants to see you and talk to you himself. He has a few questions concerning an adoption.” 
 
    “Now? But you have been adopted so very long,” the priest whispered in confusion. 
 
    “Not mine. I am planning to adopt three children from St. Anthony’s orphanage.” 
 
    “How wonderful! God bless you, Mr. Reinhardt!” 
 
    “He also wants to see Alex and Verena. I only hope my son passes the test. For a bishop, he seems to be quite keen and quick-witted.” 
 
    “That is why he serves the largest cathedral!” the priest stated grandly and not without pride. 
 
    Karl just shook his head, refraining from making any further comment. His head and heart were set on obtaining the Bishop’s permission to have the children, and very soon! 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Expecting an immediate reply, the Bishop commanded Father Hugo, who was still out of breath from his haste to get there, “Describe the Reinhardts to me in a few words.” 
 
    “For a family of their standing and prestige, they’re very fair and down-to-earth, yet with essential distance to command great devotion and respect from all.” 
 
    “What prompted you to say that?” 
 
    “You asked me for my opinion, Your Eminence,” the priest answered with sincerity. 
 
    “Yes, I did. What about their religious practices?” 
 
    “Mass on Sundays and regular confession for all, including the servants. Both children are instructed on Catholicism daily for an hour, nothing out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “There is the question of Franz-Xavier Brehmer, who is determined to become a priest. The boy has all the potential to become one. Do you foresee any difficulty?” 
 
    “Absolutely not! Mr. Reinhardt’s own son wants to become an officer, despite the fact that the Reinhardts despise the thought, yet they do encourage him to be the best at what he will do, as it has been their motto to be as good as one can be, always!” the priest added as empathetically as he could. 
 
    “Thank you, Father Hugo. You might just be the right teacher for that fortunate boy.” He left an elated Father Hugo, who continued bowing to him until he had closed the door behind him. 
 
    The children were waiting in another one of the beautiful chambers of the Bishop, who went right after what he wanted to know. “Why do you like Hannes, Alex?” 
 
    “Alex, completely unafraid of the big man, answered plainly. “Because he knows so much about history.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “I would have someone to play with, and Hannes has never seen or had toy soldiers!” 
 
    “Will you call him bad names, like you do your sister?” 
 
    “No, sir! He’s much bigger than I and could easily whip me.” 
 
    “Is that the only reason?” 
 
    “No. I like him very much, and I always wanted a brother. And I do not call my sister bad names any longer. My father has seen to that.” 
 
    “Oh, he has, has he? How has he done so?” 
 
    “He punished me as soon as he found out, and I promised I would never do it again. I gave my word.” 
 
    “Did your father tell you that he wanted to adopt Hannes?” 
 
    “No, sir. But this would be wonderful!” he answered truthfully. 
 
    “But you still plan to go to a military school, do you?” 
 
    “Yes, Papa will enroll me at Prinz Eugene. Maybe Hannes could also go?” 
 
    “Or maybe you might change your mind,” the Bishop hoped sincerely, dismissing him with a handshake and asking for Verena, who had been sitting quietly in a chair in the vestibule. to come in now. 
 
    “So you are that little brave girl Verena who had to have all those many operations?” he asked so kindly, holding her little hand in his. 
 
    “Yes, Father! And now I have even lost two of my teeth!” she exclaimed, opening her mouth to show the evidence. Even though the Reinhardts had their way of demoting him, now even to a plain ‘Father’, he thought Verena to be a delightful child and laughed under his breath. 
 
    “Verena, do you remember Lillian, the girl from St. Anthony’s?” He said it kindly to help her, since she seemed a bit lost recollecting her thoughts. 
 
    “Oh yes, Father! She got her hair pulled and had to kneel on wood.” This had made quite an impression on her and she was very empathetic in her answer. 
 
    He ignored it, having heard about Lillian’s addiction to horses and went on with his question. “Do you like Lillian?” 
 
    “Yes, Father!” 
 
    “Enough to share some of your toys with her?” 
 
    “Oh yes! I have a trunk full of them she can have. There are only four that are really my favorites,” she admitted. 
 
    He came to the conclusion that with the Reinhardts, the Brehmer children would not only be safe, but also receive the loving care and friendship they so badly needed, as did so many in the orphanage, only they were not as lucky. As far as Hannes was concerned, if he were to stay anywhere else, he might just end up in a reform school. He might still, regardless of whom he spent the next few years with. Alex may have found a boy who is every bit as difficult as he himself was. 
 
    Taking a sheet of paper, he wrote a short note in which he stated that his questioning of all parties concerned had met with his utmost approval and that the three Brehmer children would be awarded to the Karl Reinhardt family, and would henceforth be the responsibility of Karl and Stephany Reinhardt. The necessary paperwork within the Catholic hierarchy had thus begun, and had only to be signed by Mother Superior. It was signed by the present residing Bishop in Vienna, his Excellency Theo Rastner. His Excellency now helped himself to a fat cigar, a few glasses of wine, and retired to his chambers, being fully convinced he had done a full day’s work in the name of the Lord and the Catholic church. 
 
    The three Brehmer children were scrubbed clean in a large wooden tub, dressed in a fresh set of clothing, and handed over to the eagerly awaiting Karl, his children, and Stephany, who had on this day, for the first time in a long while, ventured farther than the Romberg house. Mother Superior had made it a point to meet Stephany, explaining to her the three children’s background, their many good as well as not so good qualities acquired through the constant changing of foster homes, and finally stressing once more the point of their and their mother’s wish to have them stay together. 
 
    “It will take a lot of patience and love for these young ones to find the right path to a better life.” 
 
    Stephany listened distractedly, as she took stock of the greatly neglected orphanage. She would make some changes with the allocated money, since the larger amounts went to St. Anna’s orphanage and not to St. Anthony’s.               The gestures of farewell to the ones left behind by the Brehmer children were actually conducted only by Franz-Xavier. Hannes and Lillian left without even a look or thanks to anyone, including the assembled nuns. Karl took the liberty to ask for the hair-pulling nun, who had indirectly been responsible for the rather rushed adoption. 
 
    “Sister Walpurga is no longer with us.” Mother Superior noticed the obvious and audible sigh of relief by Karl and smiled. 
 
    “We shall see you quite frequently!” And with a wave, Karl and Stephany packed the children into the coach and drove away. 
 
    Lillian was in her glory because Karl allowed her to help him drive the coach and she held the reins proudly, while Stephany dealt out some candy to all the children’s delight. A new dawn for the Reinhardts, as well as their newly acquired offspring, had commenced. No one seemed to be worried, least of all Stephany, who was giving Otto credit for her future without him. “There is truly a time for love, Karl,” she reminded as she watched him, his face glowing with joy. 
 
    “What else is there in life, Mother?” he agreed happily. 
 
    Mother Superior had gone into the chapel to give thanks to God for the strength he had given her a long time ago, to put her son, Karl, in the crib at St. Anna’s church. The former Mother Superior was now walking into the chapel on the arm of a young novice and took a seat next to her. They did not have to exchange any words. Both were only giving thanks. And all seemed like yesterday, but it was so long ago! 
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    Time was striding on and a new generation was making its debut, trying very hard to lay down a foundation worthy of their predecessors, or as some fiercely predicted, to make life better and more tolerable than it had been. On one memorable New Year’s Day in 1857, Emperor Franz-Joseph declared to his idle subjects that after years of debates, the walls of Vienna were to be torn down and room made for a wide promenade, which would encircle the inner city like a horseshoe. He also annexed the lovely countryside and opened up a grand view far beyond anyone’s expectations. Thus, the famous Ringstraβe was born. It promised not only to give great pleasure to the present citizens, but also to those for many generations to come. Chestnut trees were planted by the hundreds and beautiful mansions of different styles were springing up to further adorn the ‘Ring.’ Many buildings such as the City Hall, Palace of Justice, museums, and theaters were in the planning, just to name a few. The Emperor’s aides were busy searching for the very best architects in the world. They had to be expertly qualified to bring about the most fantastic undertaking for the new City of Vienna. It had to become a metropolitan center just as Paris and Berlin already were. And if at all possible, even surpass them. 
 
    As always, the average Viennese with his limited imagination, lazy ways, and even less foresight for something of greatness, was skeptical and viewed the new and grand undertaking as a disaster their beloved city could ill afford. But as time marched on, they flocked to the ongoing project to view the work, only to discover that they liked what they saw and were anxiously looking forward to the completion and set date of dedication on May 1, 1865. 
 
    Karl Reinhardt, who on many occasions would not agree to the combination of different period styles, was however very much involved, working alongside the most widely known designers of Europe who, like himself, attended the school of Beaux Arts in Paris. His late grandfather Albert, a famous architect in his own time, was, as always, proven right. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Once filled with the cheer and laughter of five children’s happiness, the House of Reinhardt had slowly, but almost at regular intervals, become emptier as Verena and Lillian prepared to make their exits via marriage on June 6, leaving Stephany and Karl alone to reside in their over-sized palace, frequently called their own museum, or mausoleum to the morbidly curious. They kept the castle in Lindenfels for weekend use, but it was mostly occupied by their trustworthy servants unless a lavish party was to take place. Verena and Lillian’s forthcoming weddings were such an occasion and Reinhardts’ friends were looking forward to it. 
 
    Colonel Kurt Essler, Sr., who had greatly admired Karl for his courageous comportment during the tribulation concerning the murder of his sister and subsequent death of his father, tried his best to become one of Reinhardt’s close friends. There was the short acquaintance with Alex Reinhardt and his son, Kurt, who in later years fell in love with Lillian and had consequently asked for her hand in marriage. The friendship of Hannes and Verena also turned in time to love, and so both girls had chosen the day of June 6 as their wedding day. 
 
    In addition, it was also the month of Stephany’s seventy-fifth birthday. The Reinhardts’ previous birthdays, unless it involved the children, were always kept to a small family affair, as so many friends of Stephany had passed away, including her closest friends, the Rombergs, whom she still missed terribly after eight years. Afterwards she stayed mostly to herself unless her grandchildren or her devoted son, Karl kept her company. Occasionally, he would force Stephany to take a walk in their large gardens. 
 
    When Karl arrived home, she confessed that the past few weeks had been the most exhausting in a long, long time. Karl, however, was only partly aware of her ‘much ado about nothing’ problem, her quoting Shakespeare once again, as she was in the habit of doing quite frequently now. Apparently, a small box that held the last fifteen years of memorabilia, which mostly consisted of her meticulously kept diaries, had been misplaced, possibly stored away in the confusion of the weddings, and would probably be found in the girls’ dowries at a later date, but not now when she so desperately wanted it. 
 
    “Mother, why all the frenzy and urgency? Start a new diary and transcribe it until the old ones are found. I really don’t understand your clamoring and persistence about this.” And misunderstanding, Karl added, “You know, no one would even dare to look into them. You know that as well as I do, don’t you?” 
 
    “Karl! That’s not what I’m worried about! The problem is that I now have misplaced the most exquisite covers for Verena and Lillian’s diaries that Mother Superior has painted for their wedding gifts, and those are the ones I’m so upset not to find!” She went on, lamenting. “They were her personal wedding gifts to the girls, and it has taken her months and months to finish them, and now I can’t find them. The girls have confided to me that they both have been keeping their own diaries for quite some time!” 
 
    “Well, well now,” Karl said consolingly, smiling. He had not expected anything else from his girls, knowing how much they both were in love, but was not taking the whole matter that seriously. 
 
    His mother, however, kept on moaning, “They are objects of art!” She paced the floor now, taking her steps slowly, but certainly. “Lillian’s is of the beautiful summertime genre, horses grazing peacefully in a beautiful landscape. And on Verena’s, she’s painted the most beautiful selection of tiny wildflowers with faces of angels peeking through them.” 
 
    “And they had been in boxes?” 
 
    “No, she had wrapped them in silk paper so I could view them. After I had seen them, I put them away with my own diaries so I was sure to remember where I put them when the time came. And now, they are gone!” she cried, distress taking over even more. 
 
    “I’m at a loss to help you right now, Mother. But I’m certain they shall be found in time.  Just be patient and wait.” 
 
    “That I am not, and cannot do!” she answered, now fretfully pacing faster. “I had counted on enough time to record all the happy events in their lives, from the day of their births to the day of their marriages!” 
 
    “As far as happy events are concerned, Lillian’s, if I remember correctly, started with the day we adopted her to be one of our family. She has mentioned that at every given opportunity! And as for your granddaughter Verena….good Lord! You were there when she was born.” “And was it really a happy event?” he wondered to himself, but continued rapidly, trying not to think on it. “And ever since! It should hardly be such an immense job to remember all that would be of importance! Unfortunately, not all of her life has been that happy,” he added to himself. 
 
    “Remember all twenty-one years? Just like that? Karl, you must be mad, dear son!” She burst out laughing, suddenly not as tense as before. 
 
    “Who, if not you, would be able to remember? As Papa would say, let’s try our best,” he suggested, hugging her and preparing to leave the room. 
 
    Alone again, she realized that she would have no choice but to start from memory, and began to prepare her outline, beginning with the year 1844. However, the more she wrote, the less ardent she became in trying to remember that far back. After all, the memories were not all happy ones. There was Louise’s unexpected death, followed by Verena’s innumerable operations, of which the outcome of many was more than questionable at the time. What a lucky girl to have come through it all in a more or less good way! Then the departure of Karl, and Christina and Otto’s deaths. No! she thought. This is not at all a happy beginning for a girl just about to start a marriage, and for that matter, starting her diary! Her happiness really only began after the arrival of the three orphans in 1850. Karl had positively been right to suggest leaving it alone. She only wanted to write about happy things, and why not begin with that summer of the adoption that had changed all of their lives! 
 
    She started out again, not forgetting to include that Hannes had been almost thirteen, a lanky lad, and so mistrusting. Lillian and Franz-Xavier, in comparison, were rather short. Lillian, with her straw-colored blond hair and those deep blue and inquisitive eyes, was a rather happy girl. Franz-Xavier, just the opposite, with freckled face and fiery red hair was hardly an Adonis, but then, he didn’t care, already so earnest in his pursuit to become a priest. But he was joyful, in any event. Lillian and Franz-Xavier, being almost of the same age, had both celebrated their eleventh birthdays at the Reinhardt’s home. Stephany also added that neither of the children had ever seen or heard of a birthday celebration. 
 
    Alex, on the other hand had, as much as he had the good will to do so, never been able to change his behavior much towards his younger sister. Stephany had, at the time, viewed him as quite the egotist, even where Hannes was concerned. Choosing to play war games with Hannes, at his own convenience, were probably the only things they indeed shared. Alex had left the year after their arrival, and had been furnished the necessary title of nobility, for which Major Essler, along with many of his officers, was only too happy to oblige getting him, still not finished with the investigation of those ghastly murders. Alex had become Alexander von Dorn-Reinhardt, and felt very comfortable in being addressed as Baron von Dorn during his pre-academic officer’s training. Time passed, and he became First Lieutenant von Dorn, and was stationed in Silesia after having served in Galicia. His visits were always short, and with that, he became more distant in time, and also disenchanted with his family’s appraisal of Austria’s absolutism, as well as of its military’s poor performance in general. 
 
    The more Alex removed himself from the family, the closer Hannes had become. Karl and Stephany had become very fond of him and more than delighted to have him around. And so was Verena! Even the Rombergs had more in common with Hannes. He showed an increasing interest in the field of pharmacy and medicine. It had become an open secret that Alex was their least favorite of all the Reinhardt children and was not surprising at all, as he barely ever acknowledged their existence. 
 
    Lillian was so happy to have a sister, and therefore doted over Verena, who, in turn, expended all her fondness on her newly acquired sister, playing together endlessly with a wide array of toys and beautiful dolls, of which Lillian became the proud owner of many through the ever-present generosity of Verena, as well as the elder Reinhardts. The horse stables were one of her greatest joys and were visited on a regular basis. Both girls became excellent riders, with good-natured Benedict still working for the Reinhardts and complying with both girls’ wishes, saddling a different horse anytime they wanted to ride, often with Karl and Hannes at their sides. Benedict’s joy was in serving his masters, who had a small log cabin built near the stables for their loyal servant, which he saw as his, and took care of as though it belonged to him. He was assured a life-long right to live in his cabin and have a comfortable and contented retirement. 
 
    Franz-Xavier had always been an extremely easy-going child, eager to please, and observant as well as interested in all subjects given to him, though he was most happy when reading his catechism. He had made Father Hugo his role model, striving to be just like him when he grew up. Karl had always been convinced that he could do even better than that. 
 
    Father Hugo had often times complained about Hannes’ lack of concern and absent-mindedness as far as his lessons in catechism were concerned, but since Monsieur Dubois had nothing but praise for his pupil, who he said even surpassed Franz-Xavier in Latin, Karl would ignore his shortcomings in religious studies, reminding Father Hugo, “My grandfather used to say that one cannot be perfect in every aspect.” And left it at that. 
 
    All of the children had been educated at the Reinhardt mansion until the age of sixteen, at which time, on the advice of their teachers, they had been sent to special schools that were able to advance their talents, Alex being an exception. 
 
    “You have five children, each of whom has different talents and expectations. To start with we have Alex in the military, who is now out of our hands. Hannes tends to be inclined towards medicine, Franz-Xavier wants to become a priest, and not to forget Lillian, she has a special love for horses!” Adding laughingly, he said, “I suppose, if she could, she would join a circus.” 
 
    “Well, there is always Verena,” Karl would remind him. In his opinion, she had only virtues. 
 
    Stephany made note of that also, as Verena hadn’t changed. 
 
    Hannes left in 1855 to be enrolled in what was widely known as the ‘First Vienna School of Medicine’. He had been very proud to have been accepted after only the first test they had administered. And in later years, his professors would admit that Hannes Reinhardt had all it took to become a self-sacrificing and devoted physician, not only aiding the rich and famous, but also having the distinct longing to help the many less fortunate citizens of Vienna. He had continued to live with Karl and Verena throughout his studies, being a frequent guest of the Rombergs’ for the purpose of having lengthy conversations with Max and Moritz. He had never taken anything for granted that was offered him by the Reinhardts, and considered himself the luckiest man on this earth. 
 
    Franz-Xavier left the year after to attend a Catholic seminary, dropping by whenever he was allowed to leave the school. He had been ordained a few years ago and was now serving a small parish on the outskirts of Vienna. Karl and Stephany had been extremely pleased by his offering to conduct the wedding ceremony. 
 
    With Verena and Lillian, it had been an entirely different story. Having an age difference of five years between them, with Lillian being the elder, she had gone to a French cooking school, and was soon so proficient as to be able to arrange and oversee menus for several hundred people. She had been considered a star pupil from the start, for which she had to thank the Reinhardt kitchen staff who had given her more knowledge than any teacher would ever have been able to offer her. Upon the very highly rated completion of her training, the Reinhardts had given her her own horse as a present, and she considered herself very fortunate. 
 
    Verena’s tastes and talents were in every way different from the others. She loved her piano, which she would play endlessly, and enjoyed the opera, the theater, as well as poetry, even writing some herself. She lived the life she was born into, changing clothes several times a day and being, on the whole, a happy, contented person. She also kept a vigilant eye on Hannes. 
 
    Kurt Essler and Hannes had become close friends. Outside of the few times in their youth when Kurt and Alex had played with their soldiers, Alex had never much mattered to either one of the boys. 
 
    As expected, Major Essler proved to be an officer of the highest caliber and had advanced to the rank of Colonel. He had also, over the years, become a close friend of the Reinhardts and well accepted into Karl’s inner circle of friends. This was important enough to Stephany to write down, naming George Auersbach, Max and Moritz Romberg, Mark and Ulrich Wiland, as part of the group. 
 
    Felix Nordmann and family had moved to Salzburg shortly after his parents’ deaths and were now living in their luxurious villa, his children also having grown up and left at short intervals. They had promised to attend the wedding, and were looking forward to seeing their old friends, with whom they had a lot of catching up to do. 
 
    Stephany was interrupted in her writings by Karl, who had come in to see if she had recovered from her predicament. 
 
    “How are you getting along, Mother?” he inquired fondly, knowing that these were her favorite words, first spoken to her by her beloved Otto, when he had encountered her for the first time in the kitchen. 
 
    “Just fine Karl. I’m almost done. There might be some help I’ll need from you. I’ve only written the rough draft of our lives as far as I can remember. As Honoré de Balzac wrote, ‘a woman’s heart has its own memory’.” 
 
    “You are certainly doing a lot of quoting lately.” 
 
    “I must. Nothing better comes to my aging mind, as of late.” 
 
    “I agree, however, with Balzac. I had too many years to recollect my feelings.” 
 
    “But I could add,” she continued, putting her memos aside. “that my soul is still with Otto, and my body is only functional because my heart is still beating. What do you say to that, Karl?” 
 
    “Say this about both of us, Mother. Mine will always be with Louise. Nothing will ever change that.” 
 
    She tried to skip lightly over his sad words, and asked instead, “By the way, Karl, I don’t seem to remember when our two girls fell in love. I must not omit writing about that. It is the most important event in our lives!” 
 
    “If you feel it is so important to each of us, why don’t you let them write their own stories? It would make a nice beginning, and probably fill a lot of pages, don’t you agree?” 
 
    “You are right, Karl. Everyone should do their own. With us, it was love at first sight, whereas these two girls seem to have taken the long road via friendship. I’m afraid they themselves may not even remember how it happened.” 
 
    “There you go again, Mother. Like Balzac said, ‘Certainly one remembers when one’s heart skips a beat for the first time.’ Now you have two weeks to think about that. In two weeks, they shall have their big day,” Karl concluded, hoping just as his mother did, that nothing would go wrong. 
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    Within the last few months, the Reinhardt place in Lindenfels had been bustling with activity, Verena and Lillian trying to give the place an overhaul, together with Stephany lovingly attending to every little detail, transforming the already beautiful castle into a fairy-tale one.               To the delight of all, especially the dazzled guests, even the weather played along with their plan, showcasing the most beautiful blue sky. 
 
    Karl and Stephany were happy to welcome Madeleine, who had brought along her parents, as their first guests, arriving from Salzburg, where they had spent the summer with the Nordmanns. Felix, unable to change his busy schedule with numerous festivals taking place in Salzburg during the high season, had sent his apologies along with his best wishes to the brides and grooms. 
 
    “This is going to be our first night in a grand castle for an equally grand occasion!” Dr. Kramer commented sincerely. “And we deeply appreciate your most gracious invitation.” 
 
    Both Karl and Stephany blurted out, “Stay as long as your hearts desire!” They had, over the years, grown very fond of Madeleine, as well as her parents. 
 
    “We may never leave!” they answered in rapid succession. 
 
    Stephany, who considered her granddaughter’s weddings the happiest event in as long as she could remember, at least from the time Otto had died, stood there elated and very regal as always, smiling like a queen, which she was in her own right. Even if she only wore a common name, she was a Reinhardt of the old guard. 
 
    She had decided on a navy blue dress with an exquisite white lace collar and matching cuffs, a large pearl necklace and earrings adorning her fine face that, because of today’s excitement, had had a bit of the old rose return to her high cheeks. 
 
    Karl stood there, tall and handsome and looking splendid in his black attire, the white silk vest giving him a dignified, though youthful appearance, as he greeted each and every guest personally and thanking them in his charming way for their attendance. Many of the guests had traveled for days and had prepared for this tedious journey for weeks. No one who had been invited would have forgone the opportunity to attend this grand occasion, it being the first Reinhardt wedding in the new decade. All the festivities of the Emperor’s dedication from a few years ago had already been forgotten, and were, as pompous as they had been, not considered in the same class with what would be offered here today. 
 
    “A Reinhardt marrying a Reinhardt?” was a constant tongue-in-cheek remark, which by some was not said without a tinge of jealousy, as the name of Essler had to be included. There was Reinhardt’s immense fortune and the great name of Essler dating back to the thirteenth century. Quite a combination to be watched as time went on. 
 
    The organists, no less than three, who had been hired for this grand event, were alternately playing a variety of music by Schubert, Mozart, and Haydn as the guests were being seated. All were momentarily expecting the grand entrance of the two couples to be wed and their entourage, which in itself would have been well worth the long travel. 
 
    Colonel Essler conversed with his happy son Kurt, being the natural choice to be his best man. Since Karl had to give his daughter away, Hannes chose Max Romberg as his. After all, the Reinhardts considered them family, aside from the fact that he was Verena’s uncle. The wedding party was ready for this great moment, waiting for the sign from the head usher to take their designated places. Colonel Essler had, however, unbeknownst to anyone else, something else on his mind and hoped to intervene to avoid a scandal on this special day. The person in question was First Lieutenant Alex von Dorn Reinhardt, who had yet to arrive. He knew he had personally granted him the requested leave to surprise his family. Under any other circumstances he would have thought that he encountered some travel delay through Hungary. But being aware of his two-year long exchange of letters with none other than Clarissa von Walden, a relative of the late Thomas von Walden whose infamous name was still vividly etched in everyone’s memory, his tardiness was not to be taken lightly. A man like him with no special closeness or regard for his family, let alone Verena, may just arrive with that von Walden girl, and then what? He didn’t even allow himself to think of the consequences and hoped his fears were unfounded. 
 
    The first notes of the wedding music could be heard and the head usher motioned the wedding party to enter the splendidly decorated chapel. It was only for the Reinhardt and Essler families, as the chapel had only one hundred seats. The other invited guests waited in the big hall, being served like royalty with all kinds of refreshments and little finger sandwiches. 
 
    Verena and Lillian had purposely chosen only a maid of honor, forsaking the many bridesmaids which became so fashionable in order not to hurt anyone’s feelings, as there were too many to choose from. Instead Verena selected Helena Romberg, her best friend and cousin, and Lillian took Sophia von Auersbach, also related through the late Louise Reinhardt. Mother Superior from St. Anthony’s orphanage also had a big part with her girls. They were to be flower girls, following the two brides while handing out roses to the guests. She took only the most well-behaved ones, who got white dresses from the Reinhardts. 
 
    With Father Christopher’s entrance, all were standing in silence, and to their utter surprise the Archbishop and many choirboys followed him. It was quite a festive scene. Now Verena entered simultaneously with Lillian, she on the arm of her father and Lillian on the arm of George Auersbach. 
 
    “Those magnificent gowns surpass anything I have ever seen!” was the consensus of all the female guests.   
 
    Verena’s dress was a white, heavy satin with a wrap-around skirt of embroidered tulle and little garlands of roses, as was her bridal bouquet. The dress had a high neckline with a slender upper body and narrow sleeves. Lillian chose the same style on white taffeta, but had blue and lilac pansies embroidered. Her bouquet was enhanced with myrtle to give it a larger effect. Blue flowers were impossible to come by as all forget-me-nots stopped blooming in May. 
 
    “Both girls look simply exquisite,” Countess Auersbach stated to Stephany, who had shed quite a few tears by now. 
 
    “If Otto just could see them now. But on the other hand, he may be watching from heaven,” she thought to herself. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    The long line of Vienna’s elite well-wishers seemed endless, lingering to compliment both of their families. With the ceremony and all formalities behind them, George Auersbach and Karl suggested they make their own rounds starting with Stephany, who had just left the receiving line. Her fragile hands couldn’t take anymore shaking. 
 
    The Colonel saw his opportunity to look for Alex, having already figured out his plan. It didn’t take him long to walk towards the many parked carriages, where Alex had just helped what he assumed was the von Walden girl to descend. He took a few fast strides to confront him. “Lieutenant von Dorn, I’d like to have a word with you.” Alex’s face reddened, as in his own thoughts the Colonel had already demoted him. “I’d like to go behind some carriage to avoid any unnecessary interruptions. I am sure you will agree, being an officer in our Emperor’s Cavalry,” he remarked sarcastically, taking a long look at Alex’s companion. “Won’t you introduce us?” It sounded like an order from a superior. 
 
    “Yes, Colonel Essler,” he stammered. “This is Baroness Clarissa von Walden and hopefully my—” He was not permitted to go any further, and he stood, shocked, watching the Colonel’s wrath. 
 
    He turned around and commanded swiftly, “Sergeant! Take this girl home. She will tell you where.” A salute and ‘Yes, Colonel’ came as required. 
 
    He walked with a stunned Alex a bit further, watching Clarissa ascend the step and hissed to her, “Never, and I mean never, will you or anyone of the von Walden family ever again set foot on any of the Reinhardts’ premises as long as Lieutenant von Dorn wears the uniform of our Emperor.” 
 
    Clarissa, at first completely dumbfounded, was also unafraid, as all von Waldens had in time become, from being forced to live so undeservingly in shame. She retaliated in defiance with a loud retort. “We shall see about that!” The Sergeant, appalled, spurred the horses on. 
 
    Once again Alex was caught off guard, realizing the bitter consequences Clarissa could have caused showing so much disrespect. But before he even had a chance to apologize on her behalf, he was interrupted again by Colonel Essler. 
 
    “You are the one who is solely responsible for this incident, which you know will result in severe punishment. I’ll have to disclose this to the General, who is presently in your father’s castle with the rest of the wedding guests.” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel. I—” Alex got no further than that, his face still reddened. 
 
    “That von Walden girl has not only insulted our dignity, but both of you have almost succeeded in ruining a perfectly happy day for two of Vienna’s most prominent families, ‘Reinhardt-Essler’.” Alex could almost feel his pleasure in announcing both names as one. “I have no choice but to give you an immediate transfer.” 
 
    Once again, Alex made an attempt to apologize, not fully appreciating the horrendous scandal he had almost caused. However, Clarissa’s reaction was not that of a well-bred lady and quite insulting, he admitted to himself. 
 
    “What exactly were your plans, Lieutenant Dorn?” The Colonel purposely left out his proper title. 
 
    “To introduce Baroness von Walden to my family while they were in a cheerful mood, sir. I’m sorry to say, I didn’t have the courage to handle it differently. To insult our army had never entered my mind, otherwise I would have avoided it at any cost. You know me that well, sir,” he said lamely. 
 
    The Colonel believed that much about him. He too had been young once and had his flings, finally ending up with a wife who had the talent to make life sheer hell for him. He could not, in all honesty, let Alex feel even an iota of understanding, but would have to ponder very hard about the unforgiving regulations of His Majesty’s proud military. To talk to the General was not seriously on his mind. 
 
    “You would have dared to introduce a von Walden to your family?” he continued angrily, trying to put fear into Alex, who was starting to realize the dreadful situation he found himself in. Not giving him the slightest chance to reply, he continued. “Surely you must have heard a great deal from your fellow officers about those two perverts who murdered a fine young lady who was your aunt. And I am sure you are also aware as to the reason why. I refuse to comment anymore on the matter. However, I forbid you therefore to exchange letters with, or ever to see that girl again.” He could not go any further as his daughter interrupted. 
 
    “Papa, come! The wedding photographs are being taken now.” 
 
    “Alex, forget the ugly incident for now. Pretend you have just arrived at this moment, wanting to surprise your family.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Both walked back to the castle but the Colonel impressed upon him that he would see him after his return to the headquarters in Rosau. 
 
    “For now, I want you to behave in the manner of an officer and a Reinhardt. The matter rests now between you and me solely.” 
 
    “Can you ever forgive me, sir?” 
 
    “I’ll think on it, Alex, as a new member of your distinguished family. But as a commander, I will have to search my conscience very hard, as nothing else will do.” 
 
    “Whatever you decide, I’ll respect your decision,” Alex answered, only partly relieved but very grateful, entering with Colonel Essler with utmost self-control to his surprised and elated family. 
 
    “Alex! Oh, Alex!” he was greeted cheerfully. 
 
    “Well, Colonel, how can we ever thank you? We know you did all the pulling of strings for Alex to be with us on this joyous occasion,” Karl said, overwhelmed and hugging his son heartily. The Colonel only gave Alex a sly look and walked towards his officers. 
 
    “I would say the day is complete now that you have arrived.” Stephany took Alex’s slightly shaking hand, beaming lovingly. 
 
    “Good to be home, Grandmother.” He walked towards the newlyweds, while the photographer tried to get as many people as possible in one picture. 
 
    No one was more perplexed than Verena and Hannes when he embraced his sister with a big smile and complimented both of them. 
 
    “Verena and Hannes. I am so sorry I was not the first one to congratulate you, but I just arrived. You look beautiful, sister. And I can see this must be the most wonderful day for both of you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alex.” 
 
    He took a look at Hannes who held Verena’s hand very tightly and said, “I don’t know what to say except that I wish you all the happiness in the world.” 
 
    “Thanks, Alex. I am glad you made it, even though you missed the ceremony,” he replied mechanically, ignoring Alex’s well-chosen words. “An apology for his behavior was well overdue,” Hannes thought, before saying it aloud to Verena as Alex went to look for Kurt and Lillian. “He should have apologized to you, Verena.” 
 
    “He did, Hannes. He said I look beautiful.” 
 
    “But you do, my dearest.” 
 
    “Never to my brother,” she whispered, seeing more guests coming their way. 
 
    “Lillian and Kurt. Let me congratulate you both on your marriage. And Kurt, let me welcome you into our family as my brother-in-law,” he emphasized strongly. After all, just minutes ago the Colonel had reminded him that it is now Reinhardt-Essler. 
 
    “Thank you, Alex. Happy we will be.” Lillian smiled, surprised at his unusual behavior. 
 
    “I must see Father Christopher now. I will be back later,” he said, when he was once more interrupted by Kurt’s sister. 
 
    “Alex!” she said quite loudly. “My father was very reluctant in pointing you out to me when I asked him if you were the Alex from my childhood who played war games at our place.” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” he smiled. 
 
    “Do I seem too frank in addressing you first?” 
 
    “Not at all since we are family now.” He finally recognized her. 
 
    “Then may I still call you Alex?” 
 
    “Please do Anette.” 
 
    “I am referred to as ‘Anette the difficult’.” 
 
    “Well, you must recall that my reputation has always been much the same.” 
 
    “It’s less problematic for a man, though. I’m not even able to catch a fly!” 
 
    “Don’t shortchange yourself. You must be exaggerating, Anette!” He returned her friendly smile and had to admit that this was her only beautiful feature, and while not exactly ugly, she was a far cry from ever being beautiful. 
 
    “Too tall….too thin….mousy hair, a large prominent nose, and those small, watery blue eyes….and much too direct! One just did not talk that way! But maybe she’s a lot of fun to be with, something I need badly today!” he concluded. 
 
    “Let’s go and have something to eat. I’ve already seen and tasted some of this food, and it’s some of the best I’ve encountered in ages! Just take a look around you! Your family has put on the most extravagant spread!” she praised as they were entering the main hall, Anette still clinging to him with no intention of letting him go. All adjoining doors had been opened, and one could see long banquet tables arranged to seat all of the more than seven hundred guests. 
 
    “I know of no other family who would be able to do this!” she uttered excitedly, impressed by the splendor and size of the rooms in front of them. 
 
    “You might be right. There are very few! But this demonstrates the great foresight of my forefathers.” 
 
    “Rather clairvoyant, I would venture! And good Lord! Breathtakingly beautiful Sevres china on every table, and look, even the place cards have been hand-painted. Roses on one and forget-me-nots on others!” she exclaimed. “How delightful and thoughtful! And Lillian isn’t even a born Reinhardt!” 
 
    “That should not make any difference!” he replied, interrupting her chatter, thinking that neither was his father born a Reinhardt. “But I have noticed that all this has been coordinated with my sisters’ favorite flowers!” 
 
    “And that is how it should be!” she mused, touching the silken, shimmering tablecloth of one of the enormously long tables, that had also been coordinated with white satin on taffeta in pink and blue and white. “So very French!” she said, her face still glowing in wonderment. 
 
    “So I have noticed! Just like my sisters’ beautiful gowns. I don’t remember, have I mentioned that?” 
 
    “I’m sure you have,” she soothed. 
 
    They also observed the tiny garlands of roses and forget-me-nots adorning the tables and napkin rings, which was something they had never seen before. Alex thought, “Lord, if they had to do seven hundred of these….” then continued aloud. “I would hate to think of what shape our servants’ hands are in, not to mention all the things they must have had to do in addition, baking, cooking and such, all these little details, and all so perfect!” he sighed. 
 
    “I’ve heard my father mention often how shrewd and capable the Reinhardts were in treating their staff, and that none of the servants ever wanted to leave them.” 
 
    “The Colonel really said that?” Alex replied, surprised. 
 
    “Would I have mentioned it otherwise? What are you doubting, Alex von Dorn? My sanity, capability to remember, or my truthfulness?” she joked. 
 
    “None of the above, Anette. I’m just overwhelmed by so much frankness!” 
 
    “Now you be frank with me. Isn’t it all I can call my best trait?” she asked very earnestly, not expecting any flattery, still looking around and taking in all of the beauty of this ‘fairy tale castle’, thinking in dismay about what her wedding would look like, should there ever be one. 
 
    Alex felt a light tapping on his shoulder. “Mr. Alex Reinhardt. Do you remember me?” Mother Superior looked at his surprised face. 
 
    “But of course! You are Mother Superior! Please forgive me for not recognizing you immediately. I’ve had such a trying day.” 
 
    “Doubtlessly brought on by the long travel.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. May I introduce Anette von Essler to you? One of our newly acquired family members,” he hastened to add. 
 
    “Oh, yes! Baroness Essler,” the nun acknowledged, certain that this child was not his partner of choice. 
 
    Anette only nodded with an almost inaudible murmur. 
 
    “May I in turn introduce you to some of our ‘work of art’ and love? I call it ours, because your gracious family let us handle the arrangements.” 
 
    “And all under your supervision, I suppose?” 
 
    She smiled at Alex’s remark in admiration. 
 
    “This is heavenly!” Anette shrieked in delight, clapping her hands enthusiastically, as they had arrived in the huge formal gardens after making their way through rows of arches and climbing roses. 
 
    Alex, who had so far only looked around in disbelief, shook his head. “This is unbelievable!” 
 
    Innumerable little tables had been set up for four persons each. Garlands of roses and forget-me-nots had been carefully attached to the snowy white tablecloths that reached to the floor. Little gaslights that were surrounded by flowers glittered in the sunshine, waiting for darkness to set in in order to be lit. 
 
    “We ran out of forget-me-nots. I’m sure our city has too,” Mother Superior gestured casually, “since I had decided on napkin rings with natural flowers.” 
 
    “So it was your orphans who did all the tedious work, after all?” 
 
    “Only partly. A day only has so many hours! Your servants shared vigorously in the work….days and late nights….and gladly, mind you, especially for this occasion.” 
 
    “I am truly happy I had the opportunity to be here,” Alex said sincerely, thinking of how close he had come to spoiling all of this. “It would be worth any punishment the Colonel has in store for me,” he considered. 
 
    “The evening will be even more enjoyable for a man like you. A lot of entertainment with waltzes and polkas to dance to, I understand. Nothing as formal as before.” 
 
    “Possibly a very long night!” he affirmed with pride. 
 
    “Indeed, Mr. Reinhardt. Of course, some may have to leave earlier. But most will probably stay until after midnight. Your family has quite a few overnight guests, since the festivities will go on until the day of Corpus Christi. Then, many guests will have to attend their children or grandchildren’s confirmation. You see, everything has been carefully planned and taken into consideration.” 
 
    Unnoticed by either, Anette had left quietly, leery of sweet-talking nuns, of which she had seen enough as far as she was concerned. Several expulsions from different schools had taught her that much, if nothing else. 
 
    “There you are, my son.” Karl had been anxiously searching for Alex, and now put an arm lightly around his son’s shoulders. 
 
    “Mother Superior and I had a nice chat, Papa. I have inspected everything!” he said jestingly. “But really, Papa. It’s admirable, what with all the work and love that went into these beautiful decorations as far as the eye can see.” 
 
    Karl had never felt so jubilant about his son as at this moment, sure that he had finally acquired an appreciation for the beautiful, his eyes not only on his military profession. Neither one of them, however, were aware of what Mother Superior’s feelings were. It had taken years of practice and discipline not to let the tears flow upon the first time seeing her son Karl and her grandson Alex together, and what’s more, to have each of them by her side. “Dear Lord, thank you,” she thought.  “No one could ask for anything more.” Aloud she told Alex, “I just realized that I called you Mr. Reinhardt instead of First-Lieutenant. Ignoring one’s title is inexcusable!” 
 
    “Not at our house!” Karl interrupted her with a laugh, trying to console her. “Quite the contrary, in fact. Whether or not you’ve heard, we believe in less formality.” 
 
    She smiled, appreciating his attempt. “I still saw the lad who, only a few years past, had visited our orphanage and enjoyed the company of Franz-Xavier and Hannes. There I go again, calling everyone by their first names! It’s hard to get used to that. All have grown up and become Dr. Reinhardt and Father Christopher.” 
 
    “I can only agree wholeheartedly. Somehow, it hurts to let go.” 
 
    “A parent’s incurable illness.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, Mother Superior. I have been wanting to thank you and the children for all the beautiful work you have done for us.” 
 
    “Only a small token of our appreciation for the benefits we have received over the years from you,” she replied warmly, lightly waving and pretending to leave to inspect the table settings. “Pretending!” she thought, taking a seat in this opulent and well-groomed garden. “All the guests will elaborate on how beautiful the flower beds in full bloom had been—all of the roses, and whatever else was colorful, but not on an upright and sturdy evergreen which endured all types of weather, never breaking. That would not be commented on and probably simply because no one had noticed it in the first place. Strange,” she thought to herself again. “now I’m comparing myself to an evergreen!” She was, however, secretly wishing she could, only for a short time, be one of those roses. A faint smile spread over her face. “At least I have become something.” During her lifetime, she had encountered so many dull and listless faces, which by calling them weeds would even be kindness. Getting up, she gave the corner of a well-manicured boxwood a kind stroke and left the garden, still wearing her smile. “After all, Mother Superior, formerly Karoline….formerly….well that was a different story entirely. But as mother and grandmother, I have many things to smile about.” 
 
    “Mother Superior! We are to sing now and have been looking for you! We have to get ready!” the excited children called to her. 
 
    “Oh, yes children!” She beamed happily. “What a fine day!” 
 
    “What a great woman. Good looking too. Why would anyone like her want to be a nun? Or for that matter, a priest. Not that I want to compare Franz-Xavier’s looks with hers!” Alex wondered. 
 
    “For the same reason you have joined the military! Some serve the Lord, some their country. Same duty, different goals!” Karl explained. 
 
    “I guess you are right, Papa,” Alex answered with a positive tone in his voice, walking right alongside his father, expecting more of the guests to come over to praise the splendor. 
 
    “My son, Alex. First-Lieutenant of the cavalry!” was all Karl allowed himself in the introduction. As far as he was concerned, the name von Dorn had been acquired by Alex for the purpose of joining the military, nothing more and nothing less. Alex, after being reprimanded by Colonel Essler, had vowed to himself that he would deliver a congenial speech, if only for the purpose of saying thanks to his family and the servants for all their efforts in making this day a most memorable one for all, including himself. He had overheard his grandmother’s explicit orders to keep all speeches as short as possible, and also permitting only three of the Reinhardt and three of the Essler family to do so. All who had heard her proclamation felt relieved, knowing that there would be dozens of friends and relatives eagerly waiting to lift their glasses and never wanting to stop talking, remembering so many weddings and so many speakers, longwindedly boring everyone to death, their stomachs hungering for food, and their eyes halfway closed, almost asleep. 
 
    Seating had also been arranged in perfect order with the Reinhardt’s and the Essler’s tables right next to each other, but nevertheless separately arranged and dressed in the themes of the brides’ gowns. Karl and Stephany Reinhardt, each flanking one side of the bride and groom who were at the head of the table, presided over it all. Next to Karl, Alex, who at the last minute had swapped places with one of the Rombergs, so as to sit closer to his sister, which delighted the whole family. Thereafter, the Romberg family intermixed with the Wilands, and a very single Therese Kraus, who had left Bruno years ago and had decided not to miss the wedding, forsaking a trip to Italy. She had been taking care of her parents for years until their deaths, and was now considered to be the perfect aunt to the Romberg and Auersbach children, spending weeks at a time with each family. Madeleine Nordmann and her family were sitting close by at Stephany’s side, who was sitting next to Hannes, right after Father Christopher, Archbishop Rastner, and Father Hugo, who had wiggled themselves into the midst of all. Hannes, who at times had his squabbles with Father Christopher as far as religion was concerned, but otherwise was on good terms with him, kept quiet about what he thought about religion and rites as well as the overweight and over-dressed hypocrite, considering that the wedding ceremony had gone ‘unblemished’. The high mass was also being praised by all, so he took into consideration that all his attendants and their parents were very devout Catholics as well, who would defend their faith quite fiercely. 
 
    No one knew exactly why, but one could hear a pin drop when Alex was raising his glass of champagne, congratulating the brides and grooms in all sincerity, and thanking all concerned for making this such a happy affair. Looking over at the Essler table and seeing Kurt and Lillian, aghast at what they were hearing, he also decided to mention that it was Lillian who had made the arrangements for the sumptuous nine course dinner, while his other sister, Verena, had taken the responsibility of designing all of the beautiful gowns, jokingly warning Hannes and Kurt to watch out for the household expenses coming at them. He soon had everyone laughing uproariously and applauding his short and eloquent speech. 
 
    Stephany, Karl, and all the family members who had known Alex to be a rather egotistical child, were moved by this change, and for openly acknowledging Lillian as his sister. Hannes and Franz-Xavier, although never very close to him, had always been addressed as brother by him from the moment they set foot in the Reinhardt household. 
 
    Just as with the Archbishop and Father Hugo at the Reinhardt table, General Hauser and his wife had found a way to squeeze themselves in between the close family members of the Esslers, who would not have dared rebuke a man of his standing for his breach of etiquette. But there he was, all decked out in the most colorful uniform the Empire had to offer, looking like a performer in a first-class circus, rather than a dignified cavalry officer. His chest was full of undeservedly acquired medals, and again, Hannes got himself lost in his private thoughts, this time about the military. 
 
    Mrs. Hauser was also overdressed in a bright orange gown, her fat face gracefully covered by a huge ostrich-feather hat, completing the picture of Mr. And Mrs. General Hauser on their day away from the garrison. It was just too true what Lillian had whispered to Hannes at the first sight of them. “Mrs. General Hauser looks like a clownish circus horse!” She withheld this remark from Kurt for fear of hurting his feelings, him being so proud of his beautiful Arabians. 
 
    “Dear Lord! Please make it short and painless!” was the thought on all of the guests minds. But after toasting the newlyweds, thanking the Reinhardts for mentioning the bravery of his officers, Captain Kurt Essler and Alex von Dorn-Reinhardt, who had yet to prove their bravery in battle, were in Hannes’ thoughts again. The guests were listening to his speech in tolerance. He finally ended it with what he thought was a joke by calling the castle the ‘Reinhardts’ farmhouse’ from which Lindenfels had risen. 
 
    “If anyone gets up to make another speech, I’ll go to the kitchen to eat,” the permanently hungry Archbishop whispered to Father Hugo, who, as always, agreed with his superior wholeheartedly. 
 
    Once more, the General lifted his glass, received the hoped-for applause while his wife was reaching for her spoon, and herewith saved all from a further outpouring of platitudes. It had been a long day and a long evening, and it promised to be a very long night which would stretch into the morning hours. 
 
    Only His Eminence, Archbishop Rastner, had left quietly and unnoticed, when finally all was eaten that he could stand, giving Father Hugo and Father Christopher permission to stay as long as they liked. They were indirectly Reinhardters on such an occasion, and directly, the leader of the flock mostly strained to be on the best of terms with the Reinhardts, knowing on which side his bread was buttered, and thoroughly enjoying the contributions that were flowing into the church from their immense wealth. 
 
    General Hauser’s booming voice could still be heard, now even more, having a few drinks under his girth, as he kept on congratulating the newlyweds again and again. 
 
    “Just look at him, Papa! That giant of a man looks as if they had first laced him into a corset, and squeezed him into a uniform afterwards!” Hannes whispered to a grinning Karl. 
 
    “Yes, a General from head to toe, and at our wedding! I would say the silk sash and the dress sword are the only things about him that remind me of a General!” Karl replied sarcastically, both still watching Hauser shaking hands with the guests, preferring those in uniform as they honored him with a spirited salute and a clicking of their heels. 
 
    “One snap of my fingers and they run as far as I tell them!” Or so his ego let him think. 
 
    “Any children by those two, Papa?” 
 
    “Only one bow-legged son!” Karl answered under his breath, as the Colossus had decided to honor them with another visit. 
 
    “How are you, Architect Reinhardt and Dr. Reinhardt?” he greeted them pompously, pronouncing and holding in high esteem names and titles. Not giving them a chance to answer, he continued. “I am sure I have congratulated you before, Dr. Reinhardt!” 
 
    “Only about a dozen times!” Hannes thought as he forced a polite smile. “Yes, sir. And many thanks!” 
 
    “I cannot leave this grand place without telling you personally, that in my estimation, you have raised a magnificent son. The finest in my regiment! And frankly, there are quite a few among us who are envious.” 
 
    “The military deserves the credit, I’m sure, General! If there is anyone worthy of thanks, I feel I must thank you,” Karl replied firmly, remembering Alex’s behavior tonight, and meaning every word he said. 
 
    “This young officer will make his way!” the General proudly prophesied and clicked his heels loudly, causing the surprised Colonel Essler, who was standing nearby, to pay attention. “He never clicks his heels unless he is going to pass out!” he thought, and came even closer, just in case he had to steady him. “I’ve just told the Reinhardts what a fine young man we have in Alex von Dorn-Reinhardt. As you might have also noticed, his speech tonight was superb! That young man will go places, just you watch, Essler!” he prompted. And with a slight slur in his voice, he suddenly announced, “I must go and find my wife. I believe it’s about time to leave!” And he disappeared into the dancing crowd. 
 
    Colonel Essler realized now that he had no choice but to overlook Alex’s indiscretion earlier in the day and would have to speak with him himself. Looking around, he noticed that everyone seemed to be looking for someone, a possible sign that some of the guests were going to be leaving. Finally recognizing his daughter in the still crowded room, he also found Alex at her side. 
 
    “Can I talk to you now, Alex?” 
 
    “Of course, sir!” 
 
    Essler gave a meaningful look to his daughter. “I mean alone!” he interrupted her still reciting to Alex, and realized that she had doubtlessly been regaling Alex with either her favorite Goethe poetry, or her own sad family story, and that Alex would probably be overjoyed to be put out of his misery. “At least for the time being,” Essler assured himself. 
 
    “Why don’t you speak a few nice words to your brother and Lillian since they are leaving for their honeymoon?” he suggested. She left reluctantly and with a promise to Alex that she’d be back to continue their conversation. “First-Lieutenant von Dorn-Reinhardt!” He addressed him properly this time. “I don’t wish to further discuss with you or anyone else the matter of this afternoon’s unfortunate incident. I shall take care of all details as far as Clarissa von Walden is concerned. As far as I am concerned, the matter is closed.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir!” Alex said, perplexed, but with an obvious sigh of relief. 
 
    Essler watched his reaction with a mixture of interest and amusement. “General Hauser has nothing but praise for you. As a matter of fact, he said so to your father! In light of all this, I shall have no problem in having you transferred to Venetia.” 
 
    Again, Alex was perplexed and repeated, “Venetia?” trying to assure himself that he had heard correctly. 
 
    “Yes, you have not misunderstood me. Venetia, on the Adriatic sea!” 
 
    “I don’t believe I deserve it, sir! Considering—” 
 
    “That is for me to decide. You behaved splendidly tonight, if I do say so myself! And the attending officers….well….we are all very proud of you!” 
 
    Alex, completely at a loss for words, stood there gnawing at his lower lip, and was finally able to utter the words, “Thank you, Colonel Essler!” along with a firm salute.   
 
    “I advise you to speak to your servants just in case someone has seen our earlier meeting outside or has seen you entering the wedding ceremony.” 
 
    “I shall do it, sir, if it’s an order.” 
 
    “And otherwise?” 
 
    “It’s simply superfluous, as none of the servants ever speak to anyone unless spoken to, and my father never puts a servant in the middle of a personal matter.” 
 
    “In short, he trusts you.” 
 
    “I have no reason to believe otherwise, sir.” 
 
    Essler left him then, smiling, relieved, and thinking, “Maybe this is what I should have done with Anette,” but immediately hated himself for the comparison. Alex was, if anything, too handsome, while Anette was downright plain, to be sure! 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Lillian, father sent me to say a few kind words.” 
 
    “Well, say them, Anette.” 
 
    “Your wedding bouquet was too small.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, there are no large forget-me-nots to be found. And Verena and I tried to stay balanced. Any other reprimands?” 
 
    “I was glad you had flowers put on your dress.” 
 
    “What else would I have been able to put on it?” 
 
    “Horses!” Anette jested, putting her arms around her. “Good Lord, you are so beautiful! If I could have a wish, I would wish to have just half your beauty!” 
 
    “Anette, my dear, as you know, ‘Beauty is—” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, ‘in the eyes of the beholder.’ If I could just find a blind or a kind man.” She sighed sadly, looking through her grayish blue eyes that were shiny with tears. 
 
    “Is my sister insulting you?” Kurt Essler inquired wistfully. 
 
    “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Experience!” he answered dryly, putting his arm around her shoulder. 
 
    Turning to his sister, he continued. “I’ve seen you spending quite a long time with Alex. As I remember, you never liked him before.” 
 
    “Well, we both are here alone,” she shrugged. 
 
    “Alone maybe, but not desperate. There is a difference.” 
 
    “Don’t speak so harshly, darling,” Lillian intervened. “If either Anette or Alex didn’t enjoy each other’s company, I’m sure they would have left long before!” 
 
    “Thank you, Lillian, thank you! That was beautiful of you to say. I believe I shall now go and look for him!” she said in jest, though she secretly meant every word. 
 
    With a slightly raised arm Alex had signaled to a rather lost and forlorn looking Father Christopher. “Are you by any chance free to talk to me?” 
 
    “Nothing but free, Alex. I was actually looking around to see if I could be of help to anyone.” 
 
    “Can you ever! I must talk to someone in confidence. I need advice desperately!” He did sound desperate, as the priest recognized anxious, if not bitter, tones in his voice. 
 
    “Advice from a priest?” he inquired kindly. 
 
    “Well, let’s call it a sort of confession, even though I am not a faithful son of the Catholic church, as you well know.” 
 
    “Sounds more as though you need a friend.” 
 
    “Right now, I simply need you to listen to me. As for friends, I don’t have any I can think of.” 
 
    Father Christopher could have answered that to have a friend, one must be one first, but seeing the state Alex was in, he refrained and suggested they go into the chapel, remarking, “No one will be praying anymore today.” 
 
    “Yes, they did enough of that during the ceremony.” 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me you witnessed the wedding?” 
 
    “That’s only one reason I must talk to you. Frankly, I don’t know where to begin though.” 
 
    “Right from the start, Alex.” 
 
    “Well…about three years ago, a few of my comrades gave me a little private farewell party, sort of a dinner party. I was leaving the next day for my new assignment in Silesia and had just been promoted to First-Lieutenant,” he explained. “There had been quite a few nice girls I had been introduced to there, but one of them, who had been introduced to me as Clarissa von Schneck, caught my special interest as it seemed we had a lot in common. Anyhow, at the end of the night, after a lot of conversation between us, we promised to write each other, nothing more and nothing less. Somehow, the host found out later that her name was actually Clarissa von Walden.” 
 
    “I can see the problem already,” Father Christopher murmured, his face turning even more serious. 
 
    “She wrote to me long and beautiful letters, and as I was pretty lonely, I welcomed their arrival.” 
 
    “But we also wrote to you constantly, especially your father.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s true…boring the hell out of me! Sorry, Father Christopher,” he interrupted himself. “but in the military, we use this a lot.” 
 
    “I know Alex, and even worse, I’m sure.” 
 
    “During my leave time, we met twice clandestinely,” he continued. “in one of her friends' houses, as the von Waldens feel just as badly about us as the Reinhardts do about them. The sad part about all of this is that they are only distant relatives, mostly by marriage, and not even on speaking terms with the Thomas von Waldens, and they heard about the murder just like everyone else in Vienna, yet they are being ostracized just for carrying the same name!” 
 
    "I can feel for you Alex and I know it doesn't seem fair.”   
 
    “When I heard about Verena's and Lillian's big wedding plans, I thought it to be the right time to introduce Clarissa to my family. I also thought that once they'd met her, they might rethink their hatred towards the von Walden name and concentrate on the person, especially after I had a chance to explain the circumstances.” 
 
    "Most likely they would not, though there's always the possibility. So what, exactly, is the problem Alex?” 
 
    Alex now retold the earlier confrontation with Colonel Essler, and that he had not expected this type of reaction on his part, but also his great disappointment in Clarissa's poor behavior. 
 
    “This really made me think and I came to the conclusion that I could never accept or tolerate that. A wife of mine would have to conduct herself as a lady under all circumstances,” he sighed sadly. 
 
    “I see, but I cannot see a real problem or any wrongdoings.” 
 
    “You will. I'm coming to it instantly. But would you agree to be on a first name basis with me for just a short while?” 
 
    "I always call you Alex! Haven't you ever noticed? To call you First Lieutenant von Dorn would be against all my beliefs. I dislike the army, Alex." It sounded like the crack of a whip, and not at all like the soft-spoken Father Christopher everyone knew. 
 
    Alex forced himself to ignore the remark and continued. "To make this rather long story short, I had hoped for the best, but had also prepared myself for the worst. Throughout all the years I had been away from home, I had etched into my mind and had rehearsed it in case the right opportunity should some day present itself," he sneered, his face tense. 
 
    "What kind of opportunity, Alex?" the priest asked in surprise, yet remaining calm and kind. 
 
    "I thought, should they rebuke my request and possibly insult me in front of all the guests at the introduction of Clarissa, I would retaliate and expose some secrets of the grand Reinhardts. They have always stood so straight and shone and still do through their name, as unfairly as others must suffer for theirs." 
 
    "In most cases people deserve it, but then, as always, there are those rare exceptions to the rule. And I must admit the von Waldens are one of them!" 
 
    "Glad you see it my way!" 
 
    "Not entirely. A wedding day is supposed to be a happy occasion and hardly the right time for a confrontation and family drama! If you felt so strongly about all this, you should have made it strictly a family affair; and only then if they had rejected Miss von Walden. But what secret of your family could they possibly be talking about and be able to expose that Vienna has not known and whispered about over the years? Don't think for a moment your family would not be aware of anything derogatory that some envious people would like to spread about them if there were anything to talk about! And Alex, those so-called secrets are nothing to be ashamed of, unless, of course, you know something I don't know, and which you feel must be brought out," he concluded with a shrug. 
 
    "My grandmother's family and her background! I had a chance to visit Prague, and while there I searched for relatives of the late postmaster and innkeeper, Cerny. I found them alright, but what low-down scum! Those lazy drunkards had been told by their fathers or grandfathers that a relative had married a very rich man of Vienna. They were also told that all of the Cerny's had been forbidden to ever enter the city of Vienna and they have never forgiven this." 
 
    "Doubtlessly, there was a good reason for it. Would you want to claim them as your relatives? Your grandmother left Bohemia almost sixty years ago to seek better working conditions and to improve her life as well as that of her parents. As fate would have it, she met and married the late Otto Reinhardt, who supported her parents and some other family members for years, even bought them a farm and enlarged their inn, including the post office. They did have a nice place, which I was told by your grandmother who stayed in touch with her parents very closely until they passed away and a fight over the inheritance ensued between all these relatives in Prague and they soon all went their own way. This happens every day in many families, even in my own! Should I now be ashamed of this for the rest of my life and forever dwell on something which couldn't be helped, or go on with my life?" he challenged sharply. 
 
    "No, but you have never pretended to be something you are not!"  Alex stammered. 
 
    "I have chosen to be a priest and you have chosen a career with the military." 
 
    "And that's what we are, Franz-Xavier! Grandmother, however, has always acted a part!" 
 
    "A Swiss theologian said once, 'Act well at the moment and you have performed a good deed for all eternity.'" 
 
    "Theologians have always annoyed me," Alex replied dismissively. 
 
    "Ah yes, you and Hannes both," Franz-Xavier sighed. "Which you both may regret someday. But coming back to your, as you say, 'acting grandmother', she is very rightfully known as the 'Grand Dame of Vienna'!" 
 
    "Ha! The Reinhardt fortune buys a lot of flattery!" 
 
    "You are wrong, Alex. Since the day of your grandmother’s marriage, which admittedly caught everyone by surprise, she has been watched quite closely by all, expecting her to slip or somehow commit the unforgivable faux pas, not only because of who she was, but also what she would turn out to be. We are what we are and we are born with certain traits and talents and she took advantage of what she was, walking the tight rope like an artist that never tires in doing her very best on a daily basis! She is, therefore, entitled to her title you consider flattery. Every bit of it, Alex! She has earned the lifestyle she is now accustomed to, having to deal with the envy of so many throughout most of her life. Even after the death of Otto Reinhardt, she proved those wrong who had thought her to be finished and done like so many other widows who had strictly lived on their husbands' names and standing in the community. I tell you, Alex, I bow my head deeply to your grandmother's courage to carry on the Reinhardt name and what it stands for, and so should you, if you are a real man!" he urged, turning away. He gazed at the stained-glass window angels looking at Jesus, searching for the right words, finally turning back and looking at a partially repentant Alex, who for this had not prepared answers and felt that now he had turned out to be the accused and that the charges had been reversed. 
 
    Franz-Xavier took the lead again, "And as for your...our Papa," He smiled broadly. "Vienna is still guessing! Once it was leaked that Karl had been adopted, many tried to claim him. In later years, as an architect, half of Vienna's philanderers proudly called him their son. Strange, no one ever tried to claim me! I was raised by greedy and heartless relatives until my mother married Hannes and Lillian's father, which turned out to be even worse! Have you ever been hungry? Well, we have, and when we asked for an extra slice of bread, we'd get a beating instead. That is when I learned to pray, Hannes to hate, and well, Lillian, she would hide behind the horses. Maybe that is where her love for horses started because she felt safe with them," he mused. 
 
    "I can feel for all the pain you had to go through as children," Alex commented sympathetically. “But about my father . . . I happen to know the truth," he continued, proud of his knowledge. 
 
    "From the von Waldens? All their womanizing males, by the way, had claimed him also. What a joke!" 
 
    Alex's face took on a very peculiar expression. "I heard that his father had been a blacksmith at the von Waldens." 
 
    "It's just not so, Alex." 
 
    "Then, maybe you know better?" 
 
    "Much better! But I shall never tell." 
 
    "Because you don't trust me?" 
 
    "Our conversation over the last hour has shown me that I shouldn't, but that is not the reason at all. Papa Reinhardt's real father confessed to me on his death bed a year ago. It was the first confession I attended as a newly ordained priest. And we, as you, have our code of silence.” 
 
    "Why do you believe he had not been lying?" Alex asked excitedly. 
 
    "Because I know his mother," he smiled calmly. 
 
    "Was he a blacksmith? Can you tell me at least that much?” Alex questioned feverishly, desperate to find out more about his ancestors. 
 
    "Far from it! While I understand your concern about your heritage, I can only tell you that it should not matter at all. To all of us, you being the only exception, our Papa is the finest man who walks this earth. The way I heard it—and as I have just proved to you, as a Priest one hears a lot—our Papa is only equaled by the late Otto Reinhardt and Albert Reinhardt, whom he considered his only father and grandfather. This brings me back to what I have just said. One is exactly what one's behavior shows. Ancestry never enters into it, Alex." 
 
    "In the military it matters a lot. It is everything. Believe me, I know!" 
 
    "I've never understood why that is. The military represents fighting and dying. And in death, we are all equal. Always remember that. I hope the Lord has mercy on you for all your ungratefulness and many evil thoughts. As a priest, I must forgive you. As your stepbrother and as a mere human being, I am not so sure, and will have to work on it and search my soul." 
 
    Colonel Essler's words ricocheted through Alex's mind, as it was just the opposite of what he had told him, and as his father had stated, different types of duty. His head started to swim again thinking of his own "Von Walden Affair". He would have to say it all in a letter as there was no chance to meet Clarissa von Walden anywhere, but the desire to continue their friendship, even only via mail, had left him. 
 
    As if the priest had read his mind, he offered, "I shall take care of the von Waldens, Alex. I am the only one who will be able to reason with them. In spite of all their indifference where humanity is concerned, they are strong believers in our church." 
 
    “You did read my mind!” Alex exclaimed, astonished at the perception of the priest. 
 
    “Not really, but it was the only matter left to be resolved. Forget the past few years of your life and start anew. You will soon feel better. And remember, hatred leads nowhere, no matter how justified. I'm sure you had not much more on your list to tell.” 
 
    “To tell the truth, I did. I owe you a lot, Franz-Xavier.” 
 
    “You owe yourself. Keep searching your conscience and you may find yourself.” 
 
    “It's a promise.” Alex sounded hopeful again, or at least not as distraught as before. “The next time you see me, you'll see a different Alex!” 
 
    “To be good is not easy. It is, unfortunately, rather difficult,” Father Christopher sighed. 
 
    “How did you ever do it?” 
 
    “Maybe because I never wanted to be anything else than what I am now.” With that simple and truthful remark, they both left the chapel. 
 
    “I thought I had lost you!” Anette called across the garden, visibly relieved. “Where have you been?” 
 
    “Oh, just talking to Franz-Xavier.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand family. I feel so sorry for him being a priest. No life of his own!” 
 
    “That is almost exactly what I told my father a little while ago. Now I'm not so sure,” he replied remorsefully. She directed her warm and happy smile at him again and he noticed her beautiful, pearl white teeth. “Your smile becomes you, Anette! 
 
    “Thank you. I only wish I had more to smile about.” 
 
    “Would you like to dance, Anette? Everyone else seems to have a lot of fun doing it.” 
 
    “I would like that! Now there is something worth smiling about!” 
 
    “It's a beginning.” He took her arm and led her to the dance floor. 
 
    Waltzing to Strauss' music, Alex's thoughts were mostly on this eventful day, ignoring what was happening around him, except to appreciate Anette's artful dancing skills. Anette, however, was delighted to notice not only all the envious stares starting in their direction, but also the ladies' fashionable silk and taffeta gowns, most of them in lilac and bright blue hues, old rose and many shades of green. A few wore gowns made of white muslin, and caused her to wonder if they considered themselves to be Josephine Bonaparte. She suddenly could not contain a laugh, hearing them cackle like hens, double chins wobbling to the beat of the music, but having the time of their lives! 
 
    Sparkling crystal chandeliers with countless candles highlighted the magnificent fresco-ceiling, tapestries, and the beautiful paintings and priceless figurines which were placed carefully to give the ballroom a graceful finish. Verena waved happily to Anette and her brother Alex, still in wonderment, but grateful for the warm welcome he had shown towards his new family members. She was dancing with Kurt Essler while Lillian twirled with Papa Reinhardt. The Auersbachs, as well as their children, were dancing in a festive mood, as were the Rombergs and Wilands. 
 
    Anette finally noticed her father and mother. She couldn’t help but think that they made quite a strange couple, he covered in decorations and medals, all totally undeserved. For an instant, she thought back to a time when she had overheard her mother accusing him of wearing his father’s medals too. She had said that at least the late General von Essler had earned his medals by marching to the beat of drums with the Austrian Army through a beleaguered Paris, having distinguished himself by waving to girls more than to anyone else, as they were hanging out their windows, enjoying the Prussians as much as the Austrians. This had all taken place in the spring of 1814, but was still the main topic of their endless quarrels. Only on special, festive occasions, were her parents on speaking terms, mainly to represent to the public a real, wholesome family life. Their son Kurt’s marriage to Lillian Reinhardt was one of these special occasions. 
 
    Alex, returning from deep thought, at last inquired to an equally thoughtful Anette, “Are you enjoying dancing with me, Anette? I am sorry that I have been such a bore, but my thoughts were far away.” 
 
    “So were mine. Let’s just enjoy ourselves for a change. We both deserve it.” 
 
    “You are very easy to be with. In time, I will tell you how much of a comfort you have been to me tonight.” Alex smiled. 
 
    “Then you will write to me once in a while?” 
 
    “I certainly will!” he replied sincerely. 
 
    Karl and Hannes, for whom the waltzes and polkas had proven a bit too tiring, commiserated on how their arms ached from all the shaking of hands. “Never mind the smiling!” said Hannes as they watched some guests climbing into their waiting coaches, still singing along with the band. “Papa, have you noticed how radiant Verena looks?” Hannes asked Karl, to his utter surprise. “I feel so inadequate next to her, and I hope with all my heart that I will be a very good husband. Words just don’t come very easy for me.” 
 
    Karl, color coming back to his face, was extremely grateful and relieved by what he was hearing. He and his mother had often wondered if it was gratitude towards the family, or simply pity for Verena that prompted Hannes to ask for her hand in marriage, as they were convinced that it was Verena who loved him more than he could ever be able to love her. “Thank you so much for telling me, Hannes,” he sighed, contentedly. 
 
    Hannes continued, “You have no idea how many doubts I have about myself. I wouldn’t know where to begin. Becoming a good provider is only one of the worries that keeps me awake at night. I’m afraid I have very little to give. And there is always the lingering fact of knowing that I am not a born Reinhardt. That alone—” 
 
    “Stop right there, Hannes! I have been an expert on living with doubts and self-accusations for as long as I care to remember. Don’t you think for a moment that I didn’t take a lot of snubbing in my younger years, but since my adoptive parents never considered me anything less than their own son, I, in turn, have always considered both of them my natural parents. Frankly speaking, it had never been discussed until my grandfather’s death, and then only in connection with my inheritance. That is when it came out in the open, a last bombshell from my grandfather’s relatives before they left empty handed for America!” Karl replied.   
 
    “This brings me to another subject,” Hannes said somberly. “It’s money.”   
 
    Karl simply smiled as he replied. “I know you better than to give that trifling matter a thought. Let’s just enjoy ourselves and continue with the festivities. Just look at Alex and Anette! Well, you two seem to be having a great time tonight!”   
 
    “Yes, Father. I am so glad to be here!”   
 
    “So am I!” Anette chirped, her face luminous.   
 
    “Anette is a wonderful dancer,” Alex stated truthfully. “And it’s all thanks to her brother Kurt. It was he who insisted that all girls enter a dancing school if they were ever to meet a nice young man befitting a nice young lady.” 
 
    Karl smiled at his son as both took a short rest. “I’d like to thank you too, Alex.”   
 
    “For what Father?”   
 
    “Never mind, we’ll talk about it some other time.” It was his favorite sentence, which he had acquired from his parents some time ago.   
 
    Colonel Essler, who had come over and excused himself for the interruption, looked rather upset, but still told Karl and Alex what a beautiful wedding it was and what a great time he had. 
 
    “Anette and I must leave now, as all of our overnight guests have already gone, and we, as hosts, have an obligation.” Alex mentioned what a delight it was to have had the pleasure of Anette’s company. “And I thank you for entertaining my daughter. Be back at the Arsenal by tomorrow, midnight. Have you told your father about your transfer to Venice?”   
 
    “No sir, there hasn’t been time yet. And thank you for the extension on my leave.”   
 
    The Colonel gave a salute and left with his daughter, who was thrilled when Alex said what a great evening he had had thanks to her.  
 
    ∼ 
 
    “You should be ashamed of your behavior tonight. You have practically thrown yourself at Alex! Mother and I are very upset! There you are, and only twenty-one!”   
 
    “I did not do anything wrong, Father!” Anette interrupted, defending herself. “He was alone, and so was I. We just happened to remember each other after many years. We enjoyed dancing, that’s all!”  
 
    “What did Alex say to you?”  
 
    “He only said that through Lillian and Kurt’s marriage, we are now family.”   
 
    “All right then, we’ll leave it at that and not discuss it any further.”   
 
    “Where is Mother?” she inquired.  
 
    “Staying late as usual. That’s why we have to hurry home. What will our waiting guests think of us?”   
 
    “They all had a wonderful time, and considering that you are the father and I am the sister of the groom, I am sure they understand. Besides, all of our servants will take good care of them.”   
 
    “Must you always have the last word? You are just like your mother,” he fumed.   
 
    Anette knew that he was in no mood to be calmed down, upset as he was at his wife’s refusal to come home, leaving him once more in a dilemma. Therefore, she focused her thoughts on a better thing, the better thing being Alex. 
 
      
 
    ∼ 
 
    Karl, after realizing the predicament in which his son had found himself, finally had a chance to talk to him about his good fortune to be stationed in beautiful Venice.  
 
    “It still hasn’t quite sunk in,” Alex said. He told his father that while he was dancing, he had overheard some people say that Grandmother’s greatest surprise was when a cousin of hers arrived to visit from America. “He must have impressed our guests because even some officers joined the spellbound crowd.”  
 
    “A cousin from where?” Karl asked in amazement, not quite sure he had heard correctly.   
 
    “They said from America. I’m amazed that I couldn’t find Grandmother to ask, but with so many people, and the fact that she knew all of them over the years, I never gave it too much thought.”   
 
    “Come on son. We’ll have to see for ourselves.”  
 
    Both hurried and found Stephany amid a group of listeners assembled around a tall, portly man approximately Karl’s age. The handsome and even-featured man reminded him of his late Grandfather Albert. Many of the tables in the garden had been rearranged and moved close together, with gaslight and wineglasses glowing in the darkness. A completely new milieu presented itself away from the festive ballroom.   
 
    Karl and Alex liked what they were seeing. There were friends among friends, which Karl valued more than anything else. Both sat down quietly, unnoticed by the others who were still attentively listening to the newcomer. The theme was still the Civil War in America which had ended only two months ago. 
 
    The names of Richmond, Gettysburg, Kennesaw, Atlanta and many more were heard, along with General Robert E. Lee and Sherman, the latter being responsible for the burning of Atlanta. It was mostly the young officers who were enthralled by this chronicle, availing themselves of the opportunity of a first-hand response to all of their eager questions about a faraway continent that one only read about. Not so for Alex, though. He kept himself informed as well as possible, his full and only interest since childhood. He was listening as if in a trance, eager to inquire, and also to reveal some of his own knowledge at the first given opportunity. Karl, on the other hand, never keen on war stories, had his thoughts on something entirely different. He was trying to recall some of his father’s tales pertaining to the relatives who had long ago ventured to America and no one had ever heard from again. He became increasingly anxious to be introduced to the stranger.   
 
    As Alex and Karl rose from their seats almost simultaneously, they walked towards Stephany, who appeared radiant and rejuvenated. “I have been looking for both of you, but anytime I got a glimpse of you, you were in deep conversation, and Alex, you were nowhere to be found!” she exclaimed, smiling. “I knew that sooner or later we would meet up again. I wish it had been sooner because this is a most interesting coincidence.” 
 
    “Who is to assume anything coincidental on a day like this?” Karl laughed, still in festive spirits, nodding to the surrounding guests.   
 
    “Robert, this is my son Karl and my grandson, Alex, who has traveled for many days to attend this wedding.” 
 
    Alex greeted the gentleman politely, his stomach cringing in guilt for a split-second, recalling his disloyal thoughts about his grandmother. All three shook hands firmly. 
 
    “You are still too young to remember, but I am one of your late father’s cousins who left with my family for America in 1828.” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Karl reflected to himself as Stephany bit her lower lip. Instead, he said pleasantly, “Is this the first time that anyone in your family has revisited Vienna?” 
 
    “I have no idea since I lost contact with the rest of them. Aunt Stephany is very eager to catch me up on all interesting occurrences for the next few days.” 
 
    “Great! I was hoping you would stay a while longer. It is such a treat for all of us!  Right Alex?” 
 
    “Right. So sorry I have to leave by tomorrow at midnight.” 
 
    “Then you will have to get preference in our conversation.” Robert smiled, stating that he only arrived a week ago after a two-week trip to Manchester, England, and Paris.  
 
    “We must talk about Paris, as I know every street!” Karl smiled.   
 
    Robert relaxed as time went on and took an immediate liking to Karl and Alex, not to mention his Aunt Stephany who had given him the warmest welcome with only a few hours’ notice. 
 
    “I had intended to call on you before leaving Vienna, but while staying at the Hotel Imperial, I heard about the upcoming double wedding of the Reinhardts’. I was very anxious to find out if it was still THE Reinhardts that I vaguely remembered from a long time ago.” 
 
    “Never mind the Imperial. You are staying with us!” 
 
    “I already invited Robert,” Stephany acknowledged self-assuredly. “but so far I have not heard any commitment.” 
 
    Alex also appealed to him to stay, which forced him to change his mind, very happily. 
 
    Arm in arm, Hannes and Verena joined the guests to say good-bye, but after being introduced to Robert, they too decided to stay a bit longer, with Hannes talking in turn and wanting to know about America’s progress with medicine. He had read about a Dr. Crawford Long who made medical history in 1842 by introducing what had formerly been referred to in general as ‘laughing gas’ to medicine, but was known as sulfuric ether or nitrous oxide. Dr. Kramer and Hannes were enthralled at the circumstances in which this historic event took place. Medicine had become the topic for discussion until Hannes took the liberty to ask about his family, seeing an obviously wide wedding ring. 
 
    “My wife and I live in New York,” he answered, his face becoming abruptly cheerless. “I had a son who studied to become a lawyer, but like so many others, he got the feeling that he should serve his country, and died on the battlefield in Kennesaw Mountain, which is near Atlanta, Georgia,” he said in one breath, knowing that no one present had ever heard of either name. His statement caused an obvious and instant stir among the other guests, while Robert tried to regain his composure. 
 
    Hannes rose and put his hand on one of Robert’s shoulders. “I am so sorry I brought the subject up.” 
 
    “Well, Hannes, as a gentleman, one is supposed to inquire about a visitor’s family. Don’t think a thing about it. I’ve already answered that question a hundred times in America.” 
 
    “All of the faces looked so much happier when we dropped by to say we were on our way to the coach,” Verena lamented. 
 
    Karl walked up to him after embracing his children who were about to leave on their honeymoon. “Robert, I can sympathize with you. I lost someone who was very dear to me and have never recovered.” 
 
    “So I have heard, Karl.”  
 
    “From Mother?” 
 
    “No, from guests at the Hotel Imperial. I sat at a table with a few couples and asked if they knew someone by the name of Reinhardt.” Robert sighed. “I got curious before paying a visit to my long, lost relatives, which is only natural,” he concluded. 
 
    Minute by minute the place was becoming emptier, which was a good thing for Stephany and Robert, leaving them some privacy. After all of those years, they had a lot of catching up to do. Before leaving, each one of them assured the Reinhardts that it was one of their greatest events, and many promised to return, as the wedding was a three-day celebration. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Stephany, who had finally found the time to have a private chat with Robert, retired to her room and Karl enjoyed chatting with his close friends, all of whom had a day or more of travel time behind them, while their wives enjoyed a little gossip. An intoxicated Susan von Essler was the main topic as always, dancing all alone, as her previous dance partners had gone home. It was the usual scenario which the Reinhardts, along with their many friends and the Esslers’ large circle of friends had come to accept. It was also no secret that the helpless Colonel would, on these occasions, retreat quietly to avoid an open confrontation with his feisty and drunken wife, for fear of causing him and his son, Kurt, repercussions in their military careers. His anger was, therefore, often released on Anette, who he secretly never believed was his own daughter. Anette retaliated by becoming extremely difficult in all her dealings with the Essler clan. 
 
    “I do hope that Verena and Hannes find the right place in Salzburg to build a chalet in the mountains,” Karl mused to Max and Moritz Romberg, while they approached the deserted and tranquil gardens, hearing Robert and Alex still in deep conversation. 
 
    “I was already on the boat when General Lee surrendered to the North, and still on the boat when Lincoln was shot. It was in London that I read the shocking news.” They all listened quietly to hear Robert recount the sad stories. 
 
    “They are both still engrossed in their talks,” Karl whispered.  First Mother questions him and now Alex! The poor man must be exhausted. His thoughts went back to the courtroom where he only remembered Robert Eckhardt as being a very nasty boy. 
 
    “I myself am quite anxious to find out more about those long-lost relatives,” Karl assured both Rombergs. “In any case I have a very good feeling about him.” The Rombergs agreed, and after some more discussions, they too went to their guest rooms to enjoy a good night’s sleep. 
 
    Before Karl did the same, he had no choice but to interrupt Robert’s and Alex’s conversation. “Still fighting America’s civil war? Both of you must be exhausted!” 
 
    “Not at all. Rather pleasantly tired,” Robert replied. 
 
    “Same here,” an elated Alex agreed. “but we’d better get a few hours rest, Uncle Robert. We still have plenty of time to talk some more, as I have until tomorrow at midnight to be at the garrison.” 
 
    “That would be today, actually,” Karl smiled. “It’s one in the morning.” Both looked shocked and laughed. Karl had never seen his son happier. 
 
    “Then Alex, you and I had better get some sleep as we will see each other shortly,” Robert replied, still laughing. “But before I forget, I must pay you a great compliment!” 
 
    “Such as?” Karl responded, feeling rather pleased, though Alex tried to leave, feeling that he was not worthy of anything, let alone a compliment. 
 
    “That goes for you too Alex. It will only take a minute.” Alex had no choice but to stay and listen. 
 
    “I had a chance at the Imperial the last few days to talk with some well-informed people and, observing today your family’s behavior towards me and everyone else—by that I mean even a servant—it became clear to me that despite your prominent position, you never make anyone feel less important or unequal. When I remember how I used to be so jealous to the point of hating all of you and your poor late sister, Christina, who, according to Aunt Stephany was mentally tortured and brutally murdered by her own husband—” He shook his head while Alex began to squirm, thinking of Clarissa von Walden. “But Grandfather Albert always bragged about his family, while ignoring the rest of us. Little did I know the reason behind it until my late mother told me the truth. Now that I am fifty-two, I not only understand it, but fully agree with him. My family referred to him only as a nasty, old man. I say he was a saint!” 
 
    “Thank you for telling me,” Karl answered, moved. “I am so glad that you came to see us and decided for yourself. “  
 
    “And as for Aunt Stephany, she is the finest lady I ever met, making me feel so welcome in spite of my sorry family.” 
 
    Alex’s reaction was more from impulse than anything else, shaking Robert’s hand vigorously while trying to embrace him. He turned to his father and, giving him a strong hug said, “I love you father and I mean it.” He took off running, being too embarrassed to hear an answer. Karl was almost in tears, as it was the very first time he had heard his son use the word “love” toward anyone in the family. 
 
    “Just like my late son Alfonso; he never missed a day without telling his mother and me how much he loved us. I’ll bet they were his last thoughts before dying,” Robert lamented, wishing Karl a good night. 
 
    “If Robert only knew,” Karl thought, barely believing what he had just heard. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Anette was tossing restlessly, not being able to sleep. She hoped her father would let her return for one more day of festivities. She realized that she had hopelessly fallen in love with Alex, and hopeless or not, she vowed to herself that she would get him one way or another. 
 
    Her father, too, was sleeping restlessly, not because he was in love, but because he had once more been mortified by his wife’s unladylike behavior. She had been delivered via one of the Reinhardts’ carriages, Benedict and Father Hugo leading her, lest she should fall. While he knew that he could count on the Reinhardts’ people’s discretion, he was not at all aware of how she had behaved before she had been brought home, which was his main concern. Still she was chatting with herself while cursing the day of her betrothal to Baron von Essler, then only a First Lieutenant. “I, the beautiful Countess!” she lamented loud enough for him to hear before the countless glasses of wine and champagne she had consumed took their toll and made her finally fall asleep. 
 
    Alex was also sleeping fitfully, hoping that the incident with Clarissa would not go any further. He was earnestly sorry and had meant every kind word of what he had told his family. He still shuddered at the thought of what would have happened without the Colonel’s intervention and promised himself that he would have a frank and candid talk with his father the next time he was on leave. 
 
    Father Christopher did not have a good night’s sleep either after countless prayers to a number of saints. He had visited Baron von Walden on Alex’s behalf, who was sympathetic to Alex’s plight, though he was unforgiving towards the Reinhardts, the visit devolving into a rather unpleasant outburst, calling them evil-minded trash held together only by their great wealth. He made it perfectly clear that he considered Karl and Stephany nothing more than bastards. “Stephany Reinhardt, Vienna’s first lady!” he laughed maliciously. “She is the illegitimate daughter of Baron Leibnitz, who had taken her mother to Prague with him. And her so-called son Karl is either the son of General von Dorn’s blacksmith or one of the many diplomats we had in Vienna. But whoever it was, it would still make him a bastard just like his adoptive mother. The only difference with these people is money, which lets them rise above others who probably did not have morals any lower than they have.” He sighed deeply, walking the priest to the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    17 
 
    Stephany arose early and was busy at her desk, surprising even her servants who were still on night duty. When her maid, Elsa, brought her breakfast later, she claimed that five hours of sleep would be enough for a woman of seventy-five. But Elsa knew better and noticed she glowed with excitement. Her missing diaries and hand-painted book covers were found! She was overloaded with mail, mostly directed to the young married couple, already well on their way to Salzburg. First on her agenda were her re-opened diaries dating back to 1828. She tried to recall in detail all the occurrences Robert related to her after leaving Vienna with Otto’s two coaches to Milan. After two days of living it up in a fine hotel with good food, they had taken a coach to Genoa’s harbor, where a large, lopsided vessel awaited them.  
 
    At the first sight of that so-called “ocean liner” that had been promised in Milan, the family, aside from Robert Sr., was ready to exchange their tickets for a return coach to Vienna. However, with his usual forceful influence and their lack of talent under any circumstances, they had no choice but to oblige, though very reluctantly. After almost two months of the most treacherous travel, with the vessel carried by wind and storm, aside from a meager food supply and non-existing privacy, they finally arrived in New York rather than their promised New Orleans. There, the already exhausted and hungry passengers, along with their children, were dumped like unwanted cargo, with the crew throwing their baggage on the pier, letting each one fend for themselves. They could only watch the vessel preparing to leave. 
 
    Once it became apparent that their destination had been botched, tempers started to flare, resulting in fist fights among the families. “I can still vividly remember the fearful and distorted faces of Mother and her sisters, while my father fought their husbands Gustav and Daniel,” Robert said with a peculiar smile. “We three brothers wanted to run away, but didn’t know where, while Claudia was wailing about her priceless ruby necklace which paid for the ill-fated trip.” Stephany could have told him that her late husband Otto had paid for the passage in exchange for the ruby necklace. She was considering giving it to Robert for his depressed wife. 
 
    “Father, who was hurt the most, physically and mentally, got up, still bleeding, and gave each of his relatives some money, telling all of them he never wanted to see them again—in good or bad times—and we all left. Believe it or not, my family felt very relieved. As for myself, I never looked back. I imagine the bloody fight just did it.” Stephany looked aghast, knowing that they were never separated. “To tell you the truth until this day, I never even talked about it. Neither did the rest of the family.” 
 
    “And I thought I heard it all!” Stephany sighed, ready to hear more.  
 
    “Anyway, my father obviously kept most of the money and looked temporarily for a cheap apartment until he knew the city better. It was a traumatic experience but, after the boat ride, anything was acceptable. He spoke some English—Mother and the rest of us not a word—so he looked for a German-speaking section, got a nicer place, and went gambling, which paid off royally. This man was all about cheating.” 
 
    Stephany only smiled, nodding in agreement. All of us had to attend private schools to learn English, but I was the one making the poorest grades and had to leave, while my two brothers went on, passing not only with straight As, but graduated in later years with high honors! I found myself, obviously, the black sheep in the family and decided I had to look for a job. An Eckhardt worked with his hands for the first time, other than to hold gambling cards! I was just turning eighteen and found a large foundry right in the inner city which offered its apprentice a small salary with room and board. Aside from the regular ten hours, I attended night classes with other immigrants who were looking to better themselves. Strange as it seems, the owner was an Italian by the name of Luigi Pierelli, who was, in comparison to most other immigrants, very nice. His parents had emigrated and his English was fluent although his family spoke only Italian and stayed in an Italian neighborhood. Like me, he wanted to get ahead and understood my plans.”  
 
    Stephany had no choice but to glow with pride as he told her about their first encounter. He was in Europe looking at factories and foundries to compare the progress, possibly to see new inventions. “Well I got my apprenticeship four years later and stayed on to become a master, as he had put me one year later in his machine shop, feeling I was better qualified for it. In the meantime, Father and my two brothers left for Baltimore and I stayed with Mother.” 
 
    “Left for Baltimore? Why?” 
 
    “No idea. She told me their marriage was crumbling because of gambling and women. Mother became very ill and died shortly thereafter. I was twenty-four, all alone, but I felt I could make it, having by then enrolled in a city college with my saved-up money, while working my extra hours at Pierelli’s.” 
 
    Just as Stephany was about to ask if he would tell her how he met his wife, some guests appeared, and after the proper introduction they stayed on, having never met anyone from America. The crowd became larger and larger, and Karl and Alex arrived too, ending their private talk. She closed her diary again, hoping after everyone’s departure she would find out about the rest of his unusual life. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Alex stood next to his father and Robert, greeting the descending overnight guests, while simultaneously introducing Robert to some friends who didn’t have the pleasure of meeting him the previous day. Chatter started all over again as they were trying to take their seats as close as possible to the gentleman from America. And then Anette asked to speak to Alex. He didn’t know if he should be glad or sad! But the way he saw it, there was no chance to be with Robert alone until the announced departure of Dr. Kramer’s daughter, Madeleine, and all the remaining guests who would say their farewells right after breakfast, having a long journey ahead of them. Only then would he have Robert again for himself, and no time for Anette. To his great relief, she only had time to thank the Reinhardts for the wonderful celebration the night before and wish Alex a safe trip to Venice. “Alex, I hope we will write to each other and that I’ll see you on your next furlough.” She never acknowledged any other nearby friends of the Esslers and Reinhardts, but then again no one expected anything else from her either. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Robert still has four days left with us!” Stephany exclaimed delightedly to Karl after all the good-byes came to an end. “Alex has him until his departure, then he is all mine!” she laughed.  
 
    “Fine with me, Mother. I am still in bewilderment about Alex. Would you believe it if I told you he gave me a hug and told me he loved me?” 
 
    “Something got into this boy!” she replied, very pleased.   
 
    “Maybe it is his transfer to Venice. Whatever it is, military or the wedding, it made me extremely happy!” Karl concluded. 
 
    And there they were again, Stephany and Robert all alone. He was elated to have met so many people of Vienna’s society and had enjoyed the conversation with Alex enormously. Alex was forced to depart somewhat earlier, and for the first time did so reluctantly. Now Stephany had a chance to ask Robert if he felt exhausted. “Lord, no! I am having the time of my life,” he replied. “I told you about my two years in college, right?” 
 
    “Right. Then what happened!” 
 
    “Then Luigi Pierelli took me for the first time to his large house outside of the city to meet his family for dinner. He had four sons and three daughters. Angelina, who was on vacation from the Oberlin College in Ohio, and I fell in love!” 
 
    Stephany just smiled and asked for a better explanation about the college, ready to put it in her diary. 
 
    “Well, what made it so special was that in 1835 it was the first to admit women . . . and the first to admit Africans.” 
 
    “You don’t say? I thought they were only slaves.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you more about it later, okay. I got off my main subject, as is my habit, as you may have already noticed,” he mused. “So, coming back to me and Angelina falling in love. Her parents were strictly against us as a couple, since they only saw me as an Austrian with an engineering degree. They liked my work ethic and considered me one of their best workers, but not worthy as a son-in-law. Within two years, Angelina finished her education, I got my diploma, and we got married without their consent. I took a loan from a bank, bought a small foundry, and had a little house built after our first and only son was born in June of 1841. The Pierellies were angry for all the reasons I mentioned, not only at me but at Angelina as well, and they disinherited her, which was fine with us as my foundry did better than his. In no time, I bought a machine shop, hired the best available Germans as engineers and supervisors, and was on my way to become, let’s say, quite well to do. Though my wife couldn’t bear any more children, I still bought a large house, hired a married couple from Finland, and we both lived very happily, though she envied anyone with more than one child but refused to adopt.” 
 
    “Poor thing!” Stephany replied. “Did the Pierellies ever make a trip to see how well you were doing or see at least their grandson?” 
 
    “We both tried to convince them, but to no avail.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry to hear that,” she sighed sadly. 
 
    “They were not only angry I married their daughter, but considered me a rival in their sagging business once two of their lazy sons took over, letting all the things their father worked for fall apart. I think the old man’s death was caused much by his grief upon realizing that all his effort would be slowly coming to an end. We went to his funeral, but not one of her family even acknowledged us, even after twenty-five years of marriage.” 
 
    “How terribly sad!” 
 
    “Yes, it is. As my wife went from time to time into depressions after Alfonso’s death, I had no choice but to put her in a sanitorium, to which she agreed. After the psychiatrists—and I conferred with several of the best available—told me she had to be in therapy for at least six months with as few visitors as possible, I asked my wife about a trip to Europe. I gave her several reasons, one of them to look for an excellent health spa, or a second home at any place she would feel comfortable, as I made lots of money during the Civil War.” He sighed deeply. “I would gladly return every penny if I could get my son back and my wife well again.” 
 
    “God knows I believe you, Robert. What else is there that matters in life?” 
 
    ∼ 
 
    The day of his departure arrived much too soon as far as the Reinhardts were concerned. All were visibly saddened.  
 
    “Now, dear Robert, that you have seen for yourself how your relatives love you, will you promise us to visit again?” A teary-eyed Stephany embraced Robert. “And bring your wife along!” 
 
    Karl, too, appeared moved, having become very fond of him. Besides having so much in common—the same year of marriage, the birth of their sons, Alex and Alfonso, only two months apart, along with many collective interests—he was especially grateful for Robert’s time with Alex, seeing his son finally enjoying himself. 
 
    “Not only next year, Aunt Stephany, but every year thereafter. I may even think about a business in Vienna. After all, it is my birthplace, and after days of touring the city, I know my wife would enjoy it equally,” Robert stated very sincerely. 
 
    “That would be the greatest thing for all of us,” Karl replied, embracing him. 
 
    “Until next year!” Robert shouted, waving until the coach slowly disappeared. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    When the Captain of the vessel cheerfully announced that the ocean liner would arrive one day ahead of schedule, the passengers applauded, as quite a few of them had experienced sea sickness. Robert was, thankfully, not one of them and planned after a hot bath to see his wife at once. However, upon ringing his own home’s doorbell, he did get a cheerful “Hello and glad to see you back sir,” but it had a peculiar ring to it. 
 
    “How is my wife?” was his very first question as Ingmar ran in helping the old coachman with the trunks. 
 
    “Not so well, sir.” 
 
    Helen, his wife, elaborated. “They took Mrs. Eckhardt from the sanatorium to the hospital.” 
 
    “Oh, dear God! When?” 
 
    “Last week, sir.” 
 
    “Did you inform any of her relatives?” 
 
    “Mrs. Eckhardt told us not to,” she sighed. 
 
    “Good. Which hospital?” 
 
    As they answered, he asked the same coachman to take him there at once. Angelina was barely recognizable due to the enormous weight loss. She stretched both her thin arms and embraced him long and heartily. “I am so happy you are back! I just told the doctor a short while ago that it is the first time in twenty-five years that we have been separated.” She smiled proudly. 
 
    “Would I only have known, my dearest...but remember we talked it over.” 
 
    “I know we did, so don’t feel guilty. Please don’t,” she pleaded. 
 
    A doctor entered the room and asked politely for Robert to come with him to his office. 
 
    “So sorry to give you bad news, Mr. Eckhardt. Your wife has cancer of the stomach which has spread already to the lymph nodes. I’d estimate that she has two to three weeks more to live. Therefore, I am very glad you made it back,” Dr. Steiger affirmed with his still strong German accent, showing at least some sympathy. 
 
    “Who brought her to the hospital?” he asked rather clumsily, not knowing what else to say as his body began to shake. 
 
    “A few doctors asked me to take her to my office and thoroughly examine her, as they began to suspect that her constant pain and loss of appetite were not related to her nervous condition. Several of us performed all the tests available and, well—” he finalized in sadness. Seeing Robert with his face buried in his hands, he tried to comfort him. “We keep her on morphine to make it as painless as possible.” 
 
    With a grateful “thank you”, Robert left the room devastated, returning to his wife’s private room where he entered ashen-faced, trying to take her hands in his. 
 
    “I could have explained everything much better Roberto. I am just going to another life...a much better one. Just ask the nuns. I shared twenty-five years of happiness with you, and now I am going to be with Alfonso until we see you again. Just keep on leading the same good life, Roberto, and Jesus will welcome you with open arms.”  
 
    Now he started to weep, pausing from time to time and sputtering, “If only I had the slightest inclination about your condition, I would have never left you for one day, let alone to go to Europe. But I was told my visits would only hinder your recovery...so I thought it was the best time to leave.” 
 
    “I know that, Roberto. I encouraged you to go. I blamed the death of our Alfonso for my loss of weight until the doctors insisted on a thorough examination.” 
 
    “Are you in pain?” 
 
    “Not at all. I get morphine whenever I ask for it, which is as soon as I feel some discomfort.” 
 
    “If I only—” He couldn’t finish the sentence as she put her hand over his. 
 
    Angelina had three weeks more to live, with her Roberto always at her side except for rushing home to change his clothes, visiting his workplace only late at night when his wife was barely conscious. He found himself flanked by his two servants, Helen and Ingmar Kakoonen, but otherwise alone at the gravesite after a short funeral service, having never put Angelina’s name in the obituary section of any newspaper. He took both to a restaurant afterwards, but none of them was very hungry.  
 
    The following months he buried himself in his work, trying hard to lessen his pain, and finding himself all alone he had to forge a plan for his future, as the Pierellies never acknowledged Angelina’s death in any way.               He got lots of mail from Vienna. Having written to them of his wife’s untimely death, it prompted even Hannes to write about this mysterious, dreadful disease with no cure in sight. Karl wrote reminding Robert, as he had frequently his mother, that he lost his wife after only four years of marriage. He suggested strongly a visit to Europe, starting with Vienna of course, followed by Paris and any other city he desired. Robert was happy to be invited again and, reading about Karl’s willingness to join him in travels, he vowed to himself he would be there the following year. 
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    The Reinhardts had quite a few reasons to be cheerful, aside from the fact that life had returned to normal. Verena and Hannes were expecting a child sometime during the month of July. The newlyweds had also decided not to look quite yet for their own home, but to stay with Karl and Stephany. “Right now, and in my condition, it would be too much on my nerves,” she said, trying to justify her decision, but the truth was, she was not ready to give up her childhood home. 
 
    Her Papa and Grandmother were overjoyed by their decision, as the palace was much too large for them alone. However, they were delighted to hear about their new piece of land in Salzburg’s famous health spa called ‘ISCHL’, acquired to build a chalet to their own liking. Hannes, who was by now one of the youngest and most promising surgeons, was only too happy, because his family understood that he would spend much of his time at the hospital in Vienna. 
 
    Lillian and Kurt Essler also stayed at their family’s country estate in Lindenfels, and were given a large wing for their privacy. In any case, Lillian spent any free time with her horses, learning more about breeding them from their stable master. Evenings were spent with Kurt’s father, as his wife Susanne was with her bottle, calling it her best friend. Anette and Lillian were growing very fond of each other, playing the piano together while Kurt and his father engaged in military talk. Both enjoyed their horses, and Colonel Essler began to notice that Anette had changed her personality considerably. Alex relished being stationed in Venice, but mentioned in every letter how disliked all of Austria was. Whoever was in uniform better never go on any excursion alone! It gave him an opportunity to make some friends, as he was not one to spend his leisure time in military quarters. But he always mentioned how much he was looking forward to spending more time with his family, and his furlough couldn’t come soon enough. He had also started several letters about the Clarissa incident, but threw them away after each reading before mailing them. This was truly a matter which required a heart to heart talk, and he hoped sincerely that he would be forgiven. 
 
    Besides the regular mail from his own family, he received many letters from Anette, which, to his utmost surprise, were interesting, kind, and cheerful! She never gave the slightest hint of love, but only of her enjoyment of the Reinhardts’ double wedding, which many Viennese still talked about. His letters to her, however, were reread twenty times on average and put carefully in a silver box which could be locked like a safe. 
 
    Elsa, having just turned thirty-two, was still Stephany’s most trusted friend, as she proved her unconditional loyalty since the death of her late husband, way beyond her duty as a servant. 
 
    All three women enjoyed walking along the Ringstraβe with all its splendid beautiful mansions and stately public buildings, like the town hall, museums, and libraries, which were to be admired and enjoyed for generations to come. It took quite a few years until the plan was fully completed, and still it had become Vienna’s most visited place of interest because of its different styles of architecture. It brought a smile to Stephany’s face each time, remembering her late father-in-law’s words that one day his grandson Karl would change the layout of the city. But in Karl’s heart, Vienna would never compare to the beauty of Paris. 
 
    Easter Sunday had arrived, and as far as the weather was concerned, the sky was wearing its most radiant and stunning blue. But during the lengthy Easter Mass, the old priest predicted, aside from his regular finger pointing to all his sinful worshippers who were on the road to hell, another stern warning. The momentary blue sky would soon darken as the ‘Prussian devils’ were rattling their swords again, and he prayed especially long prayers that the merciful God would be on Austria’s side this time. 
 
    Karl and George Auersbach, who only attended the large church at Christmas and Easter, as each of them had their own chapel at their castles, listened to those dreadful sermons with unease. Both had sons who chose the military as their profession and fighting an enemy like Prussia was nothing to look forward to.  
 
    “I hope our inexperienced Emperor will not allow himself to be maneuvered into it again. Let’s just say our troops are no match for Bismarck’s army! 1859 should have taught him that much!” George uttered to Karl nervously.  
 
    “Not only their army,” Karl replied. “Our outdated old muzzleloaders are no match for their new weapons.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hope that all will change.” 
 
    “The only thing that won’t change,” Karl replied on a lighter note. “is that Robert Eckhardt is coming for at least six months. I am very happy about it.” 
 
    “So am I. He seems to fit in with everyone he meets.” 
 
    “It was my suggestion after the sudden death of his wife. If one thinks about it, within two years he lost everyone he loved.” 
 
    “Poor fellow. What about his in-laws?” 
 
    “To them, he was always an ‘out-law,’ him being an Austrian and them being Italians still at heart.” 
 
    “Say no more! You know the story of my daughter Brigitta. She dated an Italian photographer for two months when his own parents broke it up, and in no uncertain terms either. Yet they live in our country making a good living,” answered George angrily. 
 
    “Speaking of Italy, Prussia has them on their side now. I’ll bet they get Venice back in return. I sincerely hope Alex gets away from there before it’s too late! Colonel Essler will see to it, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Good Lord, yes, he is stationed there. I forgot all about it,” George concluded before departing. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    With all the uncertain headlines and gossip, Karl decided to see Colonel Essler, who had just recently transferred from his previous place at the armory to the Ministry of War. “Of all the right places, this was the one,” Karl thought before he entered. 
 
    “I am only at liberty to tell you that Alex is no longer stationed at what we refer to now as ‘Fort Venetia’. At least you know that much, Karl. And by the way, I could get shot if I go any further.” 
 
    “Thanks, Colonel.” 
 
    “I know, Karl. I wish I could help you more as I have Kurt in the military too. And he is all I have. You know that I love Lillian, too. Their marriage is the best.” 
 
    “I hear and feel it each time they come to see us. I am so happy for both of them,” Karl replied as he made his exit. He was sure his son Alex could have gotten a job in Vienna, had he not been such a fanatical soldier, who fought battles since the age of three with tin soldiers! 
 
    Colonel Essler was not too surprised about Karl’s visit, knowing the Reinhardts’ apathy towards any war. “However, Alex never gave a hoot about his family until that fateful day at the wedding. Thanks to my lecture he has changed a great deal, completely unbeknownst to anyone else, including Karl,” the Colonel thought to himself. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Robert arrived from France and took a suite in Le Havre in order to be well rested for his train ride ahead. Though France was not in any danger, nor did it concern itself with any other country’s wars, its enormous hatred for Prussia was well-known. No matter where Robert went there was talk about Prussia’s intentions. “And all that after I just left America which was still bitterly divided over their own Civil War,” he thought. However, he considered himself very lucky to be able to secure a first-class train ticket, which provided him with a plush velvet seat and excellent service. The generously tipped attendant drew the dark curtains, put his occupé sign on the door, and made sure his passenger would enjoy an undisturbed journey to Paris. 
 
    Karl had made it his past-time as of late to visit the train station, anxiously awaiting Robert’s arrival. He had become quite restless since no mail from Alex had arrived over the past few weeks, and discussed it frequently with his family, who were not able to be of much help either. 
 
    The troop movements he encountered at the train station, involving thousands of soldiers in field uniforms, were all volunteers, much too young to realize that Austria also meant serious business. They were elated that Saxony had declared on Austria’s side, but quite unaware that Prussia would have no trouble in getting them out of the way with ease. All in all, it was a case of déjá vu when Karl heard civilians screaming, “Long live the Emperor Maximillian!” and demanding the abdication of Franz-Joseph in favor of his younger brother, who resided in Mexico! Karl remembered vividly, after his arrival in 1848 from Paris, possibly the same masses of people shouting, “Long live Emperor Franz-Joseph!” screaming for the abdication of the poor, feeble Emperor Ferdinand. 
 
    So many events were skipping through his mind when he, like all others present, heard the distant noise of the train come nearer, until the tired old engine came finally to a loud, screeching halt. This time, Karl’s waiting had not been in vain. Robert waved to him and Karl’s rushing and hearty embrace gave the appearance of greeting a long-lost brother. 
 
    “How on earth did you know I would be on this particular train?” Robert asked in his cheerful voice. “And all this horrendous turmoil!” 
 
    “To be truthful, I have come for the last two weeks regularly, knowing that one of these days, you just had to be on the train. I expected lots of re-routing under these circumstances.” 
 
    “None at all! It was Paris to Vienna, right through Switzerland.” 
 
    “You got to see Paris?” Karl asked, elated. 
 
    “Well, I still think we’d better see it together, as I got lost on every other corner! Though I speak some French, we ended up talking only about Prussia, like Austria was not even involved! Some even advised me to stay in France. How bad is it really, Karl?” 
 
    “I am sure you still remember Colonel Essler, and according to his latest report, it’s going to be a short war. And that is exactly what worries me! With Bismarck, it will be only a question of time until all of Germany is united. I am telling you, Robert, we are losing again,” he finished as the coach halted. Stephany, who had been anxiously awaiting Robert’s arrival, was the first one to greet him, followed slowly by a very pregnant Verena. The latter welcomed him warmly, while excusing the absence of her husband, who was still working at the hospital, only paying short visits whenever possible. 
 
    “Please make yourself comfortable anywhere you wish as we get you something to eat,” Stephany insisted, while Karl directed the servants where to put his trunks.  
 
    Robert felt overwhelmed by their profound hospitality as well as their facilitation in handling things. They had the art of putting him immediately at ease, and he felt already as if he were at home. They all avoided mentioning the death of his wife until Robert was ready to bring the subject to pass. 
 
    “Mr. Eckhardt, welcome back to Vienna!” Hannes said upon entering the dining room and embracing his wife, Stephany, and Karl. “Dear family, I apologize, but I have only two hours.” 
 
    “Is that news?” Verena sighed with a smile of an understanding wife. 
 
    “Well, not exactly. There is more. All young men born after 1844 must report to the recruiting center. Austria is fully mobilizing.” 
 
    “Good Lord! After all we have seen at the train station, I felt this must be the Emperors next step. I regret only the plight of our servants. Alex is, after all, a professional,” Karl concluded. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    It was July and a day like any other at the Reinhardt household. The occasional exception was Stephany, who was, on any given day, with Elsa at the field hospital, bringing baked goods and any other items they needed for those poor, wounded soldiers. But today, she had planned a short shopping trip for writing paper and pencils. Verena, who usually had Robert at her side, enjoying immensely his stories about America and the peculiar Pierellis, found herself alone and in a great deal of discomfort as the baby kicked mercilessly. Karl, who never missed a day of work, took Robert to his office, showing him all the many drawings for palaces and buildings in the making while the war was still in full swing. This was verified by the many crippled soldiers, while the strictly controlled newspapers wrote only about the smallest victories. 
 
    “What lies! What terrible lies!” Karl fumed to Robert, when two colorfully-dressed officers demanded to see architect Karl Reinhardt at once. Karl swung around, and at the sight of them went pale and swayed. At their introduction, he was saluted, handed a letter from the Emperor’s army, and saluted again when they left wordlessly. It was soon clear to him when he saw Königsgrätz on the envelope that something had happened to Alex. Reading the letter with Robert standing next to him, a few other colleagues also gathered around, Karl only said, “Imagine that! My son was made Captain of the Emperor’s Cavalry while wounded on the battlefield, and is on the way to Vienna’s field hospital via a Red Cross train. The battlefield being Königsgrätz, of course.” He sighed deeply. “I have been expecting something like this all along. It will depend on how severely he is wounded.” He wanted to say that it was a relief, but refrained from the remark having Robert next to him. With a sincere mumble of “So sorry, Mr. Reinhardt”, he smiled faintly and was ready to leave his office. Arriving at his long driveway they saw Colonel Essler’s coach, Robert surmising that he too must have been informed, and was bringing the news to his family.” Entering, both saw the distressed faces of Stephany and Verena when Colonel Essler came at a fast pace towards Karl and Robert. 
 
    “Karl, I want you to know that I tried until the last moment to talk Alex out of volunteering. I offered him a list of jobs in Vienna,” he confessed. 
 
    “I am aware of that Colonel Essler, but it reminds me of Grandfather’s saying, ‘If you live by the sword, you die by the sword.’ Alex lived for it. Frankly I expected a letter from the Army any day,” he said, still shaking. 
 
    “Take this pill, Papa. We all had one just an hour ago when we heard about it,” Verena pleaded. 
 
    “I will be all right,” he replied, noticing Robert slumped in a chair, his face in his hands. “Come over here, Robert. You have been through a lot worse lately.” 
 
    “We seem to be cursed the same, Karl,” he mumbled when the doorman opened the door for an equally disturbed George Auersbach. He was usually the pillar of strength when tragedy struck, but at this moment, he wobbled slowly to the assembled Reinhardts. “I came here to tell you that Erich has been taken prisoner, then a servant told me about Alex. So here we are again.” 
 
    “I am so sorry, George. So very, very sorry,” Karl said ruefully, with Robert unable to speak, only shaking his head in sorrow. 
 
    Now Colonel Essler tried to break the silence saying, “There is possibly a truce in the making. Napoleon III has now become involved to spare us more humiliation. Prussia is retreating. I can truly say the worst is behind us.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you say it’s about time? After losing every battle, not to mention the fifteen thousand men killed in Königsgrätz alone, aside from more than the twenty thousand prisoners. All that just in one place! The Emperor just doesn’t care! And why should he?” 
 
    “Yes, why on earth should he?” George repeated. “His son is only eight years old and his wife, the Empress, on permanent vacation away from the family and the war.” The Colonel was slightly taken aback at George’s loud outburst. It was so unlike him, but then again, how would he react if Kurt was missing or wounded. Cold chills ran through his spine. It was not easy to look at his friends with all their sorrows and he thought it was best to leave, but not before telling Karl that he hoped his son’s wounds would heal quickly and George’s son would be soon released. They all knew he was very sincere. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “I can’t believe all those bandages on my son’s face!” Karl said aloud, taking a few steps back. “Please Hannes, tell me it’s a mistake. I cannot even see his nose.” 
 
    “It’s no mistake, Papa. I bandaged him myself. Slowly it will start healing and he will look much better.” 
 
    “Never mind slowly, Hannes! How much time will it take?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say. It all depends on the process of healing, and each one is different. But Papa, before you get more upset, permit me to tell you that Alex was one of the lucky ones, not only to be found, but—” 
 
    “It looks to me like he was thrown from a horse!” Karl interjected. 
 
    “But to be transported so fast back to Vienna! Most of them stay back, screaming themselves to death and rotting away. I am sure Colonel Essler had a lot to do with it, as he gets the notice of every tag found from a wounded or dead soldier.” 
 
    “If that is the case, I have a lot to be grateful for. I know he tried to hold Alex back from going to war in the first place. Listen, Hannes, as soon as the bandages are taken off and you think I am able to handle it, come and get me. Right now, I feel like fainting.” 
 
    “I know, Papa. You always have been squeamish about seeing blood.” 
 
    “Thanks. But in the meantime, find the best hospital with the best doctors and nuns, the best of everything.” 
 
    “Of course, Papa. That’s why you sent me to the medical school to begin with. I am not the best yet, but I know who is.” He smiled. 
 
    “Are we talking about Wilhelmina’s hospital, Hannes?” 
 
    “No, not that it is not one of the best, but I was thinking of St. Joseph’s, as I know the dedication of all the doctors and nuns.” 
 
    “All right, Hannes. Your will be done. Thank you, son.” 
 
    With a somber embrace they departed, with Hannes shouting, “Tell Verena I will be late.” 
 
    Karl only turned around and smiled with a wave. What a blessing that both still resided at their home. Poor child would be so lonesome, and so would he and Stephany, as Robert would, in time, buy his own place.  
 
    ∼ 
 
    Two weeks later, with Alex already transferred to the promised St. Joseph’s Hospital, Hannes decided to take a chance with Karl, who became more impatient as time went on. Whomever he had a talk with lately had seen Alex by now, including Countess Frieda von Dorn, who like Anette visited on a daily basis. The Countess told Karl her only retarded daughter was buried two months ago, and as a lonesome widow, she too visits hospitals. Karl, who knew of her sad situation from their many social get-togethers, expressed sympathy and thanked her for looking after the wounded ones. 
 
    It was a different situation with Lillian and Kurt Essler, who left just moments after taking a look at Alex, feeling very sorry for Karl. “He will never be the same,” Kurt muttered, taking Lillian’s hand in a hurry to leave, as Lillian, too, was about ready to faint. Stephany and Elsa, who had seen much worse by now, came at times for a short visit, always repeating that Karl will have a hard time accepting it. Both were surprised at Anette’s stoic behavior, while she in return talked about becoming a nurse. 
 
    “I may even be able to take care of your grandson,” she stated grandly, though Stephany felt it was likely to be another of Anette’s many unfulfilled plans.  
 
    ∼ 
 
    “I absolutely refuse to believe this is my son Alex!” Karl shouted, noticing Anette’s stunned face as she stood nearby. “With so many wounded men, it’s nothing short of a mix up.” He sighed before continuing. “He doesn’t even resemble him.” 
 
    “I knew him right away, Mr. Reinhardt,” Anette replied calmly.  
 
    “Come on, Papa. Papa, please let me explain something,” Hannes repeated after taking a look at Karl. “He looked much, much worse when we got him. I am astonished at his speedy progress.” 
 
    “You are kidding, Hannes.” 
 
    “You would not think so if I took you to some other rooms.” 
 
    “Spare me, please!” 
 
    “Right now, his face is still somewhat swollen, but the dark spots are from gunpowder and his hair has already started growing back. But this is the least of my worries,” Hannes sighed. 
 
    “Then what else is there? I beg you to be honest with me,” 
 
    “Alex may be brain-damaged. However, he is responding to food and swallows quite well,” Hannes replied, intending to be comforting, but Karl only winced in despair. 
 
    “Are you sure he is in the best hospital with the best doctors?” He paused. “I know I am talking nonsense at the moment.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Thank you, Hannes, but please take me outside. I think the stench is too much for me, aside from seeing Alex in that horrible condition...if this is my son!” he added, still doubtful. 
 
    “Papa, I only brought you here at your insistence.” 
 
    “Would I only have known,” he moaned, shaking his head. 
 
    Anette was right behind them as they departed from the room. “Mr. Reinhardt,” she addressed him cheerfully. “I am here every day to make sure he is well taken care of.” Karl didn’t know whether he should laugh or cry. “He has improved so much since I first saw him,” she continued. “and the nuns let me do some work to give me an idea of what a nurse has to do. I told your mother I have decided to enter nursing school.” 
 
    Karl was stunned once more, neither seeing nor assuming that she was madly in love with Alex, and as of now he would belong to her, and to her alone as long as he lives! Neither his looks nor his damaged brain mattered to her at all. 
 
    “Well, Anette, if it makes you feel better, go right ahead. I admire everyone’s bravery,” he replied before he left, leaving Anette with Alex again and letting Hannes continue with his work, doubtlessly another surgery. While on his way home, Karl was deeply distraught and lost in his thoughts, when Franz-Xavier called his name from across the street.               
 
    “What a coincidence!” Karl acknowledged. “I just thought about paying you a visit. I need someone objective to talk to.” 
 
    “And I was on the way to perform some last rites, visit Alex, and then see our family.” He smiled, but quickly turned sorrowful. “I came to tell all of you that Mother Superior passed away.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” Karl muttered. “I had her so much on my mind and wanted to talk to you to get the news about Alex to her.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s too late now. I just got the message from the Archbishop to tell our family!” What a cruel world, Karl,” he sighed. 
 
    “There we support many orphanages and medical centers and are forbidden to talk to the nuns.” 
 
    “Only the orphanages have those strict rules, Karl, with very good reasons.” 
 
    “So one is not able to see those neglected children,” he replied harshly. 
 
    “Those children are taken on a one hour walk every day for fresh air, which is more than other kids get.” 
 
    “What did Mother Superior die of?” 
 
    “Kidney failure. Karl, you shouldn’t complain too much. After all, those orphans came every year at Christmas to sing carols with Mother Superior standing right next to you.” 
 
    “Only because I made a deal with the Archbishop,” he replied with finality, omitting how much more money he gave afterwards to the orphanage. 
 
    “Well, at least she got permission for those special occasions,” Franz-Xavier replied proudly. “She had Christmas and last year’s wedding, which is more than any other nun gets.” 
 
    “To be honest, I am glad she didn’t see Alex in this condition before dying. She had only memories of a handsome young man in uniform.” 
 
    “Aside from that, Alex had all his faculties,” Franz-Xavier consoled him, feeling very happy that Karl had a chance to see a different side of his son, never mind the circumstances. He departed then, promising Karl that he would see him after his visits to the hospital. 
 
    Karl was still saddened at the news of Mother Superior’s death as he took a long walk home. As he walked up the beautifully manicured driveway with multiples colors of flowers in bloom, he noticed the doorman open the door before he could knock. Just then, he overheard a lot of joyful noises turning in to louder screams, and hoped he had even heard right after his distressing afternoon. Robert was the first to greet him. “Hello, Grandfather Karl. You have a beautiful and healthy grandson!” 
 
    “Oh, no! Already? You must be kidding! He is a week early!”   
 
    “Today is the 3rd of August, but never mind that. I wanted to be the first to congratulate you.” With a hearty handshake and embrace, Karl smiled. “After a day like this I feel honestly I deserve some good news! It is selfish, of course, but do I feel guilty about it? No!” 
 
    Karl ran up the staircase, only to be told that the baby was not quite cleaned and ready. His thoughts immediately went back to his late wife, Louise. 
 
    “But there is nothing wrong with my grandson?” 
 
    “No, no, Mr. Reinhardt. Your daughter had a very easy birth and is all smiles.” The reply came from a midwife holding an empty pitcher. “Got to get more water, sir,” she said, excusing herself when his mother appeared in tears. 
 
    “Karl, these are tears of joy! God only knows when I had them the last time,” she stated. “You are now officially a grandfather.” 
 
    “Which makes you a great-grandmother!” he retorted, lifting her up. “Do Verena and Hannes have a name for him already?” 
 
    “Of course, they do! They went back to a 1509 gravestone. The first Reinhardt was Philip Johannes, Karl.” 
 
    “What a coincidence,” he smiled. “I shall return to the hospital and get Hannes home in a hurry. But first, I’ll go in Verena’s room to see if everything is all right.” 
 
    There was Verena, glowing with pride, sitting up and holding Philip in her arms. Karl felt momentarily that all the sad news about Alex will have to be put aside—for a while anyway—as the joy was too overwhelming. 
 
    “Take the baby, Papa!” Verena smiled. “You are the first one to hold him. Now, get our new great-grandmother in and then please fetch his new father.” 
 
    “All those titles,” he jested. “I wouldn’t trade them in for a principality! I planned to get Hannes anyway, but had to make sure that everything was all right first,” he said, kissing her gently. 
 
    Hannes was washing his hands when he heard the great news. Two minutes later he left the hospital shouting, “I got a boy! And I won’t be back for at least a week!” They were all overjoyed but doubted his prediction of a long absence. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Austria’s short and bitterly fought battles were finally over. On August 23, 1866, a peace treaty was signed in Prague and, despite Italy’s poor performance, they received Venice as a gift, with compliments from Otto Bismarck. It was strictly for being on Prussia’s side. Though it was referred to as the seven-week war, for countless families like The Reinhardts and Auersbachs, it would take a lifetime to recover. 
 
    “The Prussian Journals reveled once more in their latest triumph over their ignorant enemy, who seems to thrive on losing wars,” Verena read aloud to her family. “Most of those soldiers have no stamina and fell over like flies. Prussia is highly amused.” Karl and Stephany’s bitterness was beyond comprehension. Verena, who gave her family their only piece of joy with the birth of Philip, was of course in full agreement. 
 
    A few weeks later, George Auerbach brought the news that his son had died while in prison. “It’s possible that he, too, fell over like a fly...from being hungry and thirsty for days like all other prisoners who didn’t make it.” He was visibly shaken, still holding the Army’s notification in his hand. Both families promised each other never to mention Prussia unless it was in a derogatory sentence. They, like many other Austrians, felt it was the easiest vow to uphold. 
 
    By 1867, Austria had finally joined the thriving industrial age, preceded only by England, France, and Prussia. Though the country was lagging far behind in invention and production, Robert felt it was now his opportunity to open either a foundry or machine shop, as he had the American know-how in both, which, so far, had surpassed that of every country in Europe. The last few months, he had begun to love Vienna and the Reinhardts more and more, and the time had come to make a decision, as Stephany’s and Karl’s household was back to normal. Philip was a healthy baby, enjoyed by everyone to the fullest, but Robert, who since his arrival five months ago had not done much of anything, became restless and began to think in earnest about his own future. And owning something he loved and could manage was lately much on his mind. He also thought of Stephany’s suggestion to have the best of both countries, as he was not about to abandon America completely. 
 
    A business talk with Karl and Stephany was long overdue, leaving the baby talk for a while to Verena and Hannes, who spent every free minute with their son. Alex was brought from St. Joseph to the Reinhardts’ hospital in Lindenfels, until the renovation of his own two rooms in the castle was well equipped to handle him, with the skillful hands of a trained nurse. They had accepted his brain damage by now as a fact of life since there had been no progress in his condition. So far, Anette was at his bedside daily, from morning to night, reading and trying to become the only qualified nurse Alex would ever need. After all, Hannes would make sure that no negligence would ever take place, supervising even the highly qualified nurse whenever he felt necessary. Though he had never felt close to Alex, let alone formed a brotherly bond, the doctor in him never permitted any oversight, no matter how trivial. 
 
    Karl and Stephany were elated at Robert’s suggestion to live in both countries, hoping that he would choose Austria as his primary residence. Robert proposed a trip for Karl to America, or at least to New York, as he might find the architecture interesting in comparison to Europe’s stately buildings. All in all, it would be a worthwhile trip. Karl was overjoyed, and both set the date for the following spring, and after their arrival at any French port, they would finally visit Paris together. Stephany agreed wholeheartedly and suggested involving the Wilands on a land deal in Vienna. They were indispensable in such matters, having all the right connections with reliable real estate brokers. There was also the need of a villa Robert could call his own, providing it was within walking distance from the Reinhardts’ place. He took their offer of having his own suite in Lindenfels, as with one hundred forty rooms, only Alex’s two sickrooms would be used on a daily basis. The rest of the castle was occupied only a few months during the summertime. 
 
    After hearing about these plans, Verena didn’t know if she should be glad or sad. Hannes spent too little time with her and the family and she relied mostly on Robert as her steady companion. 
 
    “I didn’t say I work on a daily basis, Verena,” Robert consoled. “I have little choice but to look after the business from time to time so all the employees know there is not only a boss, but someone who cares about his workers and their welfare. This is a must in any good business,” he laughed, putting her at ease. 
 
    “Thank God you haven’t chosen to become a doctor,” she replied in a rather sad tone. 
 
    “Verena, dear, just because the war is over, it doesn’t mean the many wounded and crippled soldiers are ready to walk home. Just think about it. There is still a lot to be done where a man like Hannes is especially needed; but it will get easier as time goes on.” 
 
    “I am so ashamed that I am complaining so much lately. I simply feel so blue, despite little Philip’s presence. I seem to have lost my spirit. And with Papa taking a trip abroad...well, let’s say it doesn’t help much either.” 
 
    “We will be back before you know it,” he smiled. “And as for the spirit, too much has happened to all of us.” 
 
    She neglected, however, to tell him that she may be expecting again and it was not to her liking at all. A child every year with an absent father, who will always be needed at any given time, was something she just never anticipated. Despite her close relationship with her family, she craved a loving husband who left his work behind once he opened the door to his family, but it was not so with Hannes. She would have to have a talk with him. 
 
    Her fear of being pregnant this time proved to be wrong, but there was always another month ahead, and despite the servants and all the others, nothing could replace Hannes, with whom she was madly in love. She only wished he felt the same. 
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    “My mother would like to spend the day by herself today,” Karl stated to Elsa, who was waiting to be called. 
 
    “I hope she is not ill, sir,” she replied with a worried expression. 
 
    “Don’t you think there would be a doctor nearby?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Of course, sir. So sorry I asked,” she responded quickly, her face stained red. 
 
    That left her all alone with little Philip, who by now was not only walking, but running at the sight of his grandmother with Elsa at her side. 
 
    Karl knew from a few days of previous discussions that today was the anniversary of when his mother met her late husband, Otto, and her father-in-law had invited her for lunch the following day. He had heard the story dozens of times, as she never tired of talking about it. But today, Stephany felt that her life had come full circle. Nothing special would happen which hadn’t already, and it would be the last time she would write a few lines in the five dozen neatly kept diaries kept up-to-date year after year, and locked carefully away, though it was easy enough for anyone to get access to them should her life come to an end. 
 
    She thought back to 1867 when Karl and Robert went to America. To her surprise, both came back earlier than expected, missing family and the City of Vienna more than they had anticipated. They were also informed that this time, Verena really was pregnant again, and a baby was expected by the end of October. 
 
    According to Robert’s account, he sold everything he owned to his faithful German engineers, who helped him put both factories together, made them extremely profitable, and were the first ones there in the morning and the last ones to leave at night. They decided to form a corporation and he helped them to secure the necessary loan, which was no trouble since the banks knew of their enormous profit, especially during the Civil War. His senior engineer bought his large villa. He had five children, and aside from keeping the housekeepers from Finland, he hired a nanny from Ireland. 
 
    As for Karl, he was extremely disappointed at the underwhelming architecture, but was told that New York’s buildings would, in time, surpass those of Europe with the greatest ease. He, however, doubted the prediction. He learned much about New York’s tenement houses for the masses of daily arriving immigrants and planned to put some of those ideas to good use after his arrival in Vienna. He had already lost much of his interest in palaces and feudal city structures, feeling that they were a mixture of poor imitations from different countries, and could never compare to Paris. Robert never even thought of visiting any of the Pierellies, but visited Angelina’s gravesite as much as time permitted. He ordered Helen Kakoonen to put flowers on the grave and knew she would continue to do so, as he was a very generous man to pay extra for each trip to the cemetery. 
 
    By the middle of July, they were ready to leave New York, as the heat wave got the best of Karl’s mood and had him fearing for his health. They were anxious to see Paris, but after their arrival in Le Havre, changed their minds again as France experienced a heat wave also. 
 
    Their early and unexpected arrival in Vienna was welcomed by everyone, especially Verena, who was showing her pregnant condition quite clearly. This time, her face looked rather pained when the talk turned to the soon to be born child, partly because her seven months of pregnancy had been, from the very beginning, a lot of discomfort to say the least. 
 
    The shock came during the beginning of October when Hannes insisted that his wife should have the delivery at the hospital and be under a gynecologist’s supervision. The baby boy came after almost twenty hours of extreme labor pains, with Verena screaming as loud as her lungs and voice permitted her. Hannes was called at the first sign of labor, trying to comfort his suffering wife, also making up his mind that it would be their last child. The baby arrived finally, feet first, and Hannes noticed the clubfoot at once. Seconds later, the baby showed an obvious hunch on his back which sent chills through Hannes’ spine, as all previous operations he had performed were without success. The face, however, was of good color and his features the most beautiful and perfect he had ever seen. No one uttered a word until he called for a midwife to clean the baby, then told the doctors they were no more in need of them. When the last moment of anesthesia wore off, Verena found Hannes at her bedside, waiting to tell her the truth, fearful of her reaction. 
 
    For a moment, he thought he hadn’t heard clearly when she responded calmly, almost smiling. “At least I will have someone who will need me all of my life. I think we should call him Stephan and leave the middle names to Grandmother, who is an expert on the Reinhardt history.” 
 
    “Dearest, Verena, never mind the names. There is absolutely nothing I can do about his back, but I hope he will grow up to a normal size. And as for the club foot, only an elevated shoe will help.” 
 
    “Then so be it, Hannes. As I said, it’s all right, because this little boy is going to be mine!” 
 
    “I hope I can be part of him too, Verena,” he muttered, smiling. 
 
    “Of course, Hannes, providing you are at home with us more often.” 
 
    “I will make sure I am,” he promised, giving her a long overdue hug. 
 
    Stephany wiped some of her tears away, leaned back, and her thoughts went back to the same year of 1867, just two weeks before Christmas, when a servant announced the unexpected visit of Frieda von Dorn. She always wrote a note asking for permission to see Alex, which was not to anyone’s liking. But being all alone was on Stephany’s and Karl’s mind, so they always granted her a stay with Alex as long as she wished, with Anette’s contribution towards a friendly conversation. She was still all in black with her long veil in front of her face when she was ushered into Stephany’s own parlor at her request to be alone with her. The infamous von Dorns, like so many of the Reinhardts’ acquaintances, owned a mansion in Vienna and a villa in Lindenfels. 
 
    “Before we begin,” Stephany uttered, standing and watching her remove her veil. “let me thank you from the bottom of my heart for your many visits to Alex since his return to Lindenfels. I know the roads are icy this time of the year, never mind the cold weather. Now, please, make yourself as comfortable as you like,” Stephany almost pleaded, noticing a very strained expression on her face. 
 
    “I have decided, after more than a year of soul searching, mind you, to give up my lifelong comfort, though no less in constant grief and sorrow,” she sighed. “to change my attire later today to a nun’s garb.” Stephany looked visibly stunned when she continued, very composed. “I decided to enter, and serve to the best of my ability, the orphanage of St. Anna. Yes, Mrs. Reinhardt, St. Anna. For several reasons, the main one being the fact that I am all alone with no relatives alive and not a single friend to count on. Servants were never any comfort to me, except to take care of my needs.” 
 
    Stephany knew that much already, as two of her former servants were hired by the Reinhardts, and told them, among other things, that the Countess spent her time counting every item in her household, including the sugar cubes. 
 
    Finally, Frieda von Dorn began to tell the story she came for. “It was 1813 when I hired a very young servant, Klara Diehl, as kitchen help and, a few months later, trusted her with my retarded daughter after the nanny quit her job. As it turned out, my helpless daughter began to cling to her, avoiding anyone else but my husband and myself. So, I let her stay until I noticed her skirt getting wider. I had no choice but to confront her, asking if she was with child. She only gave me a short nod. I offered to let her stay and I would gladly adopt the baby, knowing I was not able to have anymore. I gave her until the birth to think about it, but on her next day off, she was gone. You can imagine my disappointment, never mind my poor daughter who cried her heart out, knowing it belonged to my philandering husband. Upon seeing his distraught face after her disappearance, I confronted him. To my greatest amazement he admitted that he had bedded most of our servants, with her being the only one rejecting him for the longest time, which made him even more determined. He also added, quite nonchalantly, that he married me not only for my money but with the hope that, my father being a general, he would become one in time too.” 
 
    Stephany knew from their social gatherings that Frieda referred to her husband as ‘the General’. He had reached the goal he set out to achieve, including having most women he ever approached. 
 
    “We never again heard from Klara Diehl herself, but rumors have a way of getting around, and after hearing about your adoption, it was not hard to figure out that she became Sister Karoline at St. Anna’s orphanage. My last look at her was at your children’s double wedding, and your son Karl not only had all her features, but her ever so slightly overlapping eye teeth which were, to me, a beauty mark.” 
 
    “How did you feel whenever you and the late General encountered him at our many social gatherings?” 
 
    “Very proud, though we never spoke about it. You know his mother died recently.”               
 
    “Yes, we are all extremely sorry. Since the adoption of Hannes and Lillian, she came on a yearly basis to sing Christmas carols with her orphans. We will always miss it, as it will never be the same.” 
 
    Frieda got up slowly, stretched out both her hands to Stephany, and said, “You can understand the urgency to talk to you now, as in a few hours I will take the vow like all others do, and be sworn to secrecy. But you are free to tell your family should you wish to do so.” 
 
    With a slight embrace, Frieda von Dorn was gone. Stephany never uttered a word, knowing Colonel Essler had given Alex the name von Dorn for a reason. And there was Father Christopher who gave the last rites to the General and possibly a few other ones who claimed Karl was their son. It didn’t matter, as she knew in her heart that the Reinhardts will always endure, even if their name is von Dorn. That’s the way the late Albert Reinhardt, her husband Otto, and the rest of the living Reinhardts would have wanted it. She closed her diary and walked slowly towards the kitchen once more, thinking that this was where it all began sixty years ago. And it will continue for many more to come.
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    Philip Reinhardt had just turned fourteen. He was a tall fellow who inherited his father’s regular features, easy-going demeanor, and above average intelligence. But unlike him, he had a very strong, muscular body, attributing it to horseback riding, fencing, and mountain climbing. His dark hair and brown eyes, however, came from Verena’s mother, and she never missed an opportunity to remind him that he was also a Romberg. As always, since Hannes never wanted to be connected with the name Brehmer, he was glad she felt that way. 
 
    Stephan was, for obvious reasons, his brother’s polar opposite. Though fortunately not a midget as expected the first few years, he showed, in many ways, quite feminine features. His face was not only handsome, but resembled that of a beautiful girl with long, curly hair and slender fingers. There were simply no masculine characteristics anywhere. Until very recently, he clung to his mother like a vine to a tree. Of course, Verena was happy to have someone near and to be badly needed. That was all she had ever desired. His father and grandfather, however, were quite worried, and Robert kept more company with Philip, feeling, like Kurt and Lillian, that his mother neglected him. Hannes, with his unpredictable working hours, had little choice but to spend all his free time with his wife and their ever-present son, Stephan. 
 
    Karl, a still handsome sixty-five-year-old gentleman, tried hard to be fair to both of his grandsons, but was glad that Philip had the opportunity to spend all of his after-school hours with the Esslers. The result was that in time there had developed two camps among the Reinhardts. Lillian and Kurt, a childless couple, indirectly raised and guided Philip, while Verena nor Hannes ever showed any objection. 
 
    Stephan had a left club foot which was elevated by a higher shoe, but there was also a shorter left arm which kept him from any involvement in the offered sport of horseback riding which the Esslers and Hannes encouraged, but Verena fiercely refused. ‘Her’ Stephan could fall off the horse and be possibly more injured, as he hadn’t the balance to get up. 
 
    Then there was another problem on top of his obvious deformity. Whenever he became nervous, he would stutter. This was always the case with strangers, but it even included Kurt and Lillian. Never mind Anette, who still sat next to her beloved, comatose Alex, convinced he would wake up one of these days. She took a meal with the Reinhardts only on rare occasions, as she was living permanently in Lindenfels. Verena and Hannes had never set foot in Alex’s room since 1870. The reason was only known to both of them, and whenever asked about it, both would firmly reply that they wouldn’t discuss it and left it at that. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    The day of Clarissa von Walden’s departure in 1870 to upper Austria in order to marry a man she had never met, knowing that she would never return to Lindenfels, she had finally fulfilled her very own wish of revenge. She put all of Alex’s letters addressed to her in a box and mailed them in care of Verena Reinhardt to the Reinhardt palace in Vienna. One hour later, she was on the train to meet her future husband, who had been carefully chosen by her family. 
 
    Ever since the fateful day of the Reinhardts’ double wedding and the visit of Father Christopher to her parents, life had become hardly worth living and she was treated like a leper the following five years, as her father demanded to read her received mail. Her innocence was taken by Alex, who had sincerely planned to marry her, never expecting the repercussions. Baron von Walden told his daughter he wouldn’t confront those low-class Reinhardts in any case, and when he was told about Alex’s condition due to the war, he laughed so loud and long that his own family thought he was going crazy. Clarissa retreated to her room, cried bitterly, and had to take her meals in her own room from that day on. Sisters and brothers exchanged letters in secret, as servants couldn’t be trusted. 
 
    After years of suffering, her father finally found a widower with five children and enough money and willingness to take his blemished daughter as his wife. Surmising that it couldn’t be worse than living at home, and having no choice in the matter to begin with, she left without as much as a goodbye to any of her family. Meeting the handsome widower with his children at the train station, she told herself she would give her best to live happily ever after. And it was no secret in Lindenfels that out of all her sisters and brothers, she had the great luck to be the only one to achieve happiness. 
 
    For Stephan’s 12th birthday, a trip to the famous monastery in Melk was arranged, hoping it would please him. Verena had taken him for years to many of Vienna’s feudal churches and cathedrals, as it gave him somehow a good feeling afterwards. He admired the religious works of art tremendously and tried to imitate the greatest Italian masters. Of course, to Verena he was already a genius in the making. 
 
    To Karl and Hannes’ great relief, Philip’s talent was strictly in the upcoming new technology, and both gave Robert the credit for it. Although Karl and Robert were retired, they worked feverishly at Vienna’s needed infrastructure, having also the difficult task of fighting for every improvement. Those so-called elected officials were only in power to please the house of Habsburg. 
 
    Presently, Karl went with Verena and Stephan to Melk’s monastery, as he could never get enough of its beauty. Hannes stayed away, as he did with every other religious building unless they were serving the sick and the poor. Unfortunately, Father Christopher, who was Stephan’s best friend and trusted adviser, could not make the trip. He was needed in Vienna. And Robert took Philip to a newly erected factory which made parts that could be used in his own place. It caused a smile among the Reinhardts, who felt that they would fully retire when they were in their graves. Karl and Robert were workaholics, yet managed to enjoy life along with it, whenever an opportunity arose. 
 
    While in the monastery, Stephan noticed several disfigured monks who smiled at him very kindly, explaining the exquisite library, and pointed to the extraordinary spiral staircase. Stephan assured his mother and grandfather that he could walk up the steps without any help from either of them. 
 
    “Try, Stephan.” Karl smiled while Verena beamed in delight. 
 
    Stephan promised God that, should he climb those stairs up and down on his own, he would become a monk and serve only Him. And since he did both ways effortlessly, his mind was not only made up, but he felt a strength which he would only tell to Father Christopher. There would be too much opposition from everyone in the family with the exception of Philip, who called him ‘Stephany’ whenever he bested him in Latin or ancient history. 
 
    The trips to Melk became somewhat of a pilgrimage, taken not only once, but two or three times a year, and Father Christopher never gave the slightest indication about Stephan’s future plans. 
 
    In the meantime, Philip entered Vienna’s Elite Academy for Technology with the Reinhardts’ full approval. He was eighteen now, but the Reinhardt and Essler camps still existed as strong as ever. Robert and Karl were extremely pleased, knowing the factory, among many other of the Reinhardt holdings, would continue to flourish in the best of hands. Sooner or later, Philip would meet the right lady, as by now his formerly regular features had become quite handsome. But he also had great charm in attracting the so-called weaker sex. Like his grandfather, Karl would repeat his father’s wise words, counseling him to take all the time for the right one to come along, and Philip pledged to do no less. 
 
    A year in Manchester, England was promised, with Robert at his side, providing he graduated with honors. Verena finally began to notice her firstborn son’s self-assured behavior at the suggestion of a trip to a foreign country. “Anywhere, as long as it’s not Berlin.” 
 
    “Verena!” her papa hissed quite angrily. “Why would you even entertain such a thought. You owe your son an apology.” 
 
    “Accepted,” Philip jested, without giving his mother a chance to do so. 
 
    “Papa, I only thought—” she stammered, embarrassed to be chastised in front of her son. “because they are superior in technology. Our Philip is quite a stubborn young man.” 
 
    “Stubborn, yes. Insane, no,” Karl retorted, smiling fondly and with more than a little pride at his grandson. 
 
    “Sorry, Philip,” Verena finally managed, but looked mostly at her Papa, who had never understood her indifference towards Philip.
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    Stephan had often requested to visit the Esslers, as of late, and take carriage rides on their large grounds and Verena was enjoying them equally as she taught him how to take over the reins. She decided now to take their own horses for that rather short trip, being not only very pleased by Stephan’s desire to visit them, but also watching Lillian, Kurt, and his brother Philip performing quite daring jumps. It continued throughout the summer and all felt that life couldn’t be better. 
 
    She was also pleased to see those many shrubs and cedar trees grown up very tall and full, completely avoiding the view of von Walden’s castle. She had them planted right after Clarissa von Walden mailed the accusing letters to her, for which she never forgave Alex or ‘that girl’. And that so-called castle was an eyesore to begin with. Thank God there were few von Waldens still inhabiting that glorified dwelling, having mostly married away from Lindenfels and Vienna. All her friends only referred to them as the ‘dreadful von Waldens,’ and she of course was in full agreement. 
 
    On the way home from their usual nice time with the Esslers, which this time included Hannes, Karl, and Robert, or ‘my three men’ as she fondly called them, Stephan requested the presence of Father Christopher on his next visit to Melk. 
 
    “Whenever his church gives him permission,” was her nonchalant reply, as Melk’s monastery had been visited countless times by now. Franz-Xavier was not too eager to accompany Stephan and his mother, knowing what was ahead of him on his return trip to Vienna, never mind the following weeks, months, and possibly years. 
 
    Stephan gave not the slightest indication that he would never see anyone again as they said their goodbyes, wishing them, as always, a good journey to Melk. Franz-Xavier only noticed that very special glow on his face, which he still showed when all three ascended the coach to ride to the train station. 
 
    It was a beautiful fall day with the sun shining through the windows as the train took off from Vienna for Melk. “My last ride,” Franz-Xavier thought as he started to pray, wishing the whole ordeal was behind him. The conversation between mother and son was very casual. She suggested that they take a look at a very large writing table the following day, which had many little drawers when opened. It was a beautiful piece with inlaid mahogany on light birch wood – very Viennese, very Biedermeier! Stephan only smiled, never listening to a word, but picturing himself changing his brown velour suit to a black habit. 
 
    Entering the monastery Verena could not help but notice a tall, gray-haired man with a big hooked nose making his way towards Stephan. 
 
    “Welcome, dear son of God,” was all Verena could remember hearing when a side door was opened and Stephan disappeared. She was permitted to take a chair with a strong, soft back until she felt fit to travel home again. It took her quite a while to look around, ending up staring helplessly at Franz-Xavier while searching for the right words. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” she said, quivering and shaken. 
 
    “Good idea,” was all Franz-Xavier could muster, being afraid she would start to scream. He took her hand and whispered kindly to her. “Regardless of how you may feel, Verena, it is the best thing for him.” It became, in all the following years, almost a chant, as Franz-Xavier couldn’t think of anything better to say. 
 
    On the train home, not one word was exchanged. Verena sobbed quietly, like most people after a funeral. She was quite possibly aware that it would be the same thing, as her Stephan, her everything, was gone forever. She assumed that Franz-Xavier knew it all along, but then he was a priest sworn to secrecy, so why even bother? His head was buried in a book, and only from time to time did they exchange sad glances. 
 
    Her thoughts were still flying in every direction when the train stopped and the conductor went through the wagon shouting for them to change trains for Budapest. Franz-Xavier helped her up again, and both entered one of the many assembled horse-drawn carriages. Verena mumbled where to stop and Franz-Xavier had no choice but to repeat the address. With a deep bow looking back, the driver spurred his horses on. He had, in all his many years as a coachman, never stopped in front of the Reinhardt palace. Verena was still shaken when she handed him the fare. In typical Reinhardt fashion, she told him to keep the change. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you never suspected anything,” said her Papa, saddened about his daughter’s uncontrollable crying. “Where would you have placed him?” 
 
    “Right here. My God, Papa! We have the money, the servants, and everything else to let him paint until his dying day!” 
 
    “And you think that would have been fair, so you would have someone to lean on, knowing one of these days Robert and I would be gone?” 
 
    “Oh, God, no. Please don’t say that. It’s just that I loved him so much! He was so helpless.” 
 
    “And now he is in a place with other helpless ones, Verena, and will live a very happy life. That should be all that matters if you really want the best for him,” he replied, feeling somewhat irritated. “You have another son too, who, at your own choosing, you’ve conveniently overlooked all these years that he was growing up.” 
 
    “Philip showed an independent streak at the age of two.” 
 
    “So, what does that mean? He didn’t need his mother? If you could have only seen his dejected looks after you cuddled Stephan,” he stressed firmly. “Try to make it up while there is still time,” he advised before leaving the room. As he exited, he heard the happy voices of Robert and Philip and thought it was best to warn them of the present situation. 
 
    Philip only smirked. “I imagine I will look better every day.”  
 
    Robert replied with a shrug. “She should have seen it coming. All the signs were there.” He entered to greet her, and Philip followed unaffected, feeling, like Franz-Xavier, that it was the best for him. 
 
    “Verena, I am surprised that you are surprised,” Robert admitted. “Thank God you have another son. I didn’t.” And with those two sentences, he patted Philip on his shoulder, smiled, and left.   
 
    There was an almost breathless silence when Philip took two fast strides towards his forlorn mother and said, “I will, of course, forsake my trip to Manchester, Mother. I don’t like to see you alone and devastated. I know how much Stephan meant to you.” 
 
    “He was a cripple, and I felt guilty for giving life to him.” 
 
    “If that is the case, I feel better about myself,” he replied, looking straight at her. “When Father comes home, we will all sit together and talk. It will make you feel better.” 
 
    “I doubt it. Stephan didn’t even waste a glance backwards or say goodbye or anything,” she cried. 
 
    “Mother, please. He was too hurt to tell you. Don’t forget how much he loved you.” 
 
    “You think that was it?” she mumbled, somewhat calmer. 
 
    “That’s what I would have done, not wanting to hurt both of us even more.” 
 
    “Thank you, Philip.” 
 
    “Do you want me to sit with you, ask the servant to bring something, or get Father?” 
 
    “Please ask Elsa to come in, and get Hannes too.” 
 
    “Your wish is my command,” he jested, hoping to cheer her up. He was sorry that his mother was hurt, but he felt glad that Stephan had found a place where he could be happy. 
 
    When Hannes entered, she was in for a surprise, as he didn’t want to hear about her ordeal. “I just lost three young patients this afternoon due to a horrible accident. I cannot even talk about it, which is rarely the case. But that’s all the family had, so tell me about a religious nut some other day, even if it happens to be our son. I have to get back to the hospital to try and save more lives.” And just like that, Hannes was gone. 
 
    Verena didn’t know if she should be angry or cry some more. It was early afternoon, which she didn’t even realize in all her grief. She had simply lost track of time. Thankfully, Elsa would sit with her or go for a slow walk. With her she could talk without being accused. 
 
    “Madame—” Elsa said between a hearty embrace which was only granted to someone of the family. “Madame, you probably never noticed how Stephan acted the last few years. He loved to stay by himself and doubtlessly prayed all the time for God’s strength to leave all of you. Let’s be honest. He needed you less and less, and that is how it should be, Madame.” 
 
    “He painted, Elsa, and I knew he was near me and safe.” 
 
    “Safe, yes. But now he is happy. Don’t you want him to be?” 
 
    “I have to say yes, or I will pay dearly for it.” 
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    Kurt and Lillian arranged a big surprise party at their estate for Verena’s fiftieth birthday. It would be bittersweet for her as Robert had passed away the previous year. Her family’s loved ones went one by one, as in 1890 when Karl’s lifetime friend, George Auersbach, died. He had been in a wheelchair for several years, having broken his hip while climbing mountains. He was only one of many of their friends who had slowly made their way to the cemetery. 
 
    As she looked around at the festively decorated dinner table, she noticed then that the Reinhardt family consisted of only four members, though Kurt and Lillian became extremely close with them after Stephan entered the monastery. Karl made a rule that his name was not to be mentioned unless absolutely necessary. He was also taken out of everyone’s wills, as the church would end up with the money anyway. The way Karl Reinhardt and Robert saw it, they were benefactors to many Catholic institutions which did more for their flocks than just praying. As a result, Robert willed his factories and villa to Philip, and good-hearted and selfless Anette ended up with all his gold coins and precious stones he brought from America. He felt Verena and Karl had an abundance of everything, and Hannes never cared for material things to begin with unless connected to the hospital. 
 
    There were the usual compliments, just as with every other birthday party, and Verena took it with a grain of salt when told she could pass for forty. She knew better. Not a day went by in which she didn’t think of Stephan. However, she had to admit that Philip was always kind and respectful towards everyone, and after Stephan’s leaving, spent as much time as possible with his parents. He took his work at the factory extremely seriously, and many times brought his workload home. 
 
    Like every Reinhardt, he kept their famous quotation, “To be noble, compassionate, and brave” at his desk. The present questions and chatter around the Esslers’ fabulous party was only in regards to whether he would ever find the right woman who suited him. It was well-known that so far, he had dated every available lady in Vienna, including even married ones very discreetly, but he wasn’t ready to make a serious commitment.   
 
    The Vienna Opera Ball was a yearly event that generations of Reinhardts had never missed, even after Stephan made his permanent exit. For Philip Reinhardt, it was the event that marked a drastic change in his life. He felt that he had found the “right one” this time. But of all things, she was a Prussian, and he would have to be very strong and determined should he have the fortune to meet her ever again. 
 
    It was impossible in an overcrowded ballroom to observe Philip’s third dance with Victoria von Wintersberg. The Reinhardts had their loge next to the Esslers, who, like Karl, would not miss this event for anything. Karl had even twice broken an arm, but it never kept him away. Like many of his friends, he felt that since age and death had taken their toll on many of his contemporaries, it might be his last time on the dance floor. 
 
    The following morning, Philip made the remark that he had enjoyed this ball more than all previous ones. 
 
    “Don’t tell us you found the girl of your choice...or shall we say, future?” Verena inquired carefully. 
 
    “I’ll let you know when that happens.” But his mischievous smile mixed with a tinge of happiness escaped no one, especially his grandfather, who responded with a wink. Philip excused himself from the breakfast table, fearing he would have no polite way out of answering some questions, and his replies would either cause scorn or laughter, since after a couple of Viennese waltzes, he had only learned his waltz partner’s first and middle name. He tried to imagine the reaction of his parents and grandfather after his shocking confession that his chosen one was a Prussian! His father would doubtless try to understand him, and his grandfather would likely make an exception to the family rules; but his mother was a different story altogether. Unless, of course, her beloved Papa gave his full consent. 
 
    Unfortunately, the following year, Karl’s life came to an abrupt end, and Philip’s own prediction and fear about his mother’s reaction pertaining to the Prussian girl came to pass. He had little choice but to meet her stubbornness head on for as long as it took.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    1895 
 
    23 
 
    Once a year, the state opera transformed its already luxurious auditorium into a festive ballroom. The most exquisite flowers and decorations that could be found anywhere at this time of year adorned the halls. These festivities, which took place right before Lent, were considered the highlight and conclusion of the season, which followed the endless parties and balls of Fasching, the Austrian counterpart of Mardi Gras, which, although highly pleasurable, could never be compared to the Vienna Opera Ball. This was Vienna’s very own, its finest and its best entertainment. It could not be matched by any other country’s festivities and, if copied, could only be considered a feeble imitation. 
 
    Karl’s grandson, Philip Reinhardt, was pacing the floor, mulling over how to deal with the unexpectedly arisen situation. Two days ago, his grandfather had suddenly taken ill and, although not able to leave his bed, was refusing to take any medication. This in itself was not unusual, as he had always diagnosed himself with maladies which never lasted very long. If it were not a slight cold, it would be an upset stomach. At worst, it would be a migraine. These small upsets had given him the needed assurance that, in a few days, he would be up and around again. And, incredible to all, he had generally been right. 
 
    Karl, or Papa Reinhardt as he was affectionately called by his family and friends as well as his devoted employees and household staff, never missed out on any occasion of the festivities. He took enormous pride in attending, and one could not discount the joy it gave him to talk about all the special and happy events, laughing off his contemporaries lamenting about the various illnesses, misfortunes, and deaths with which they had been faced of late. His illness this time, however, seemed to be quite different. The same man who generally frowned on the excuses and alibis of others in an attempt to bow out on any festivity, not only looked, but also admitted to being extremely tired. 
 
    “Listen, dear children. I am not really ill, not in the least...just a bit exhausted. You go without me and have a great time,” he had demanded. 
 
    The children to whom he referred were his daughter Verena, her husband Hannes, and their son, Philip. These were the only ones he had considered to be his children and family for years, despite the fact that there were still his son Alex, his adopted son, Franz-Xavier, and another grandson Stephan. Verena sat next to him on his bed, affectionately holding his feverish hand, checking his pulse again and again. “Please, dear Papa. For once, listen to us, or at least to me. Under no circumstances will we go to the ball tonight. How could we possibly enjoy ourselves, knowing that you are ill?” 
 
    “Exhausted!” he interrupted. “If I were merely ill, I know I would manage somehow to go. I have done it before...many times before.” He smiled. “But I'm just too tired to dance all those waltzes and polkas, so you will just have to go and do my dancing in addition to yours. My thoughts shall be with you, and I'll be the happiest man just knowing that we Reinhardts are continuing to honor this great tradition,” he said, quivering and almost in tears. 
 
    “But Papa!” 
 
    “I'll have Elsa sitting with me,” he interrupted Verena again. “She is such a reliable nurse, who, as you might remember, has not only sat with you when you were ill, but also with both of your sons. Let's not forget that!” he added with emphasis. And, looking at his son-in-law, he said with a twinkle in his eye, “Hannes, my dear son. A long time ago, when I sent you to medical school, you told me, among many other things, that you owed me a lot and no wish from me or favor to me would ever be too great.” He extended his hand. “Right now, the time has come to compensate me. Take Verena and Philip to the ball,” he continued his pleading, but still with a hint of demand in his tone of voice, not expecting any other response than that of the promise given him many years ago. Why should he change his mind and rules after so many years and take exception with his own family? In his eyes, a very important event was taking place, and just because he was a bit tired, he saw no reason for the whole family to miss this grand occasion at the opera. 
 
    While Verena and Hannes reluctantly dressed—she for the first time without her maid, who ironically had taken ill with the influenza, and he without a valet, who had sprained his ankle while chasing after one of the Reinhardt's many Irish setters—they were both trying their best to make some kind of light conversation, feeling guilty for leaving Papa at home, but also knowing that this time, as usual, they had to take their defeat in stride when Papa Reinhardt requested it. 
 
    “Who would have thought he still remembered that little promise I gave him so many years ago. I still can't believe it.” Hannes smiled at Verena. 
 
    “I never knew you kept secrets from me, Hannes. I thought it was quite cunning of him,” Verena commented, looking at Hannes through the mirror, where she was trying somewhat listlessly to put a final touch to her hair. 
 
    “He always gets his way with everyone. Can I be of any help to you there?” he added, seeing her fuss with the abundance of her beautiful hair. 
 
    “No, I believe this will do for tonight. But coming back to what you said about Papa getting his way— he doesn’t, really. Not always, my dear Hannes. Just think of Alex and Stephan!” she answered with a deep sigh. Her tone of voice made him aware that it was best to change to another subject. 
 
    “Philip was extremely quiet and pensive tonight. He hardly spoke a word and just gazed at Papa in the most curious way,” Hannes remarked nonchalantly, walking over to help her close her exquisite emerald necklace. 
 
    “Perhaps this had to do with the long conversation Papa and Philip were having last night.” 
 
    “Concerning what?” Hannes asked in surprise. 
 
    “I have no idea. We could both only guess, though it must have been quite important to both of them. Anything inconsequential would have been discussed at the breakfast table as usual.” They were then interrupted by a knock at the door. 
 
    “May I come in, Mrs. Reinhardt?” 
 
    “Please do Elsa.” 
 
    “I am sorry to disturb you, but I would feel so much better if the doctor would check on your father every so often, just to be sure that Papa Reinhardt will be all right.” 
 
    Verena and Hannes looked at each other. 
 
    “Are you thinking what I am thinking?” 
 
    “I suspect I am,” Verena smirked slightly. 
 
    “Thank you for your concern, Elsa. My husband and I had no desire to go anywhere tonight, but as we all know, Papa often uses a certain power of persuasion and gave us no choice in the matter. It just means so much to him to know that at least we are going to be at the ball. Don't believe for a moment that we would even think of deserting him!” 
 
    “Oh no, Madame!” she said apologetically. “As a matter of fact, he even constantly urged me to attend tonight’s ball given by the police department, and said I should plan to get dressed and be ready to leave as soon as you were gone.” 
 
    “I'm not surprised...that devious rascal!” Verena exclaimed. “We shall have the last laugh after all, beating him at his own little game. Not a word to anyone, Elsa, but after our goodnight hugs, we'll take a little detour through the house and shall be right here in this room whenever you should need us.” 
 
    “Philip will attend the ball by himself this time,” added Hannes. “Then at least one of the Reinhardts will be there, and Papa will not be as angry when he finds out that we didn't obey his orders.”   
 
    All three smiled, agreeing on their little scheme. 
 
    “Remember, Elsa, not a word.” 
 
    “I am so relieved to know you'll be here.” 
 
    Papa was smiling in satisfaction when Verena, Hannes, and Philip came in to say goodnight and to inquire if he was well enough for them to leave him in the care of Elsa. 
 
    “I am so much better. You really shouldn't worry about me,” he assured them, believing still that, once more, he had gotten his way. 
 
    Verena, Hannes, and Philip had dressed very carefully, with only Philip actually having a real purpose in doing so. But Verena and Hannes were quite happy, knowing that they had finally found a way to outwit Papa. 
 
    Philip Reinhardt, dark hair, tall, and extremely handsome in his impeccably elegant black velvet and silk attire was ready to go anytime and anywhere, sure to have succeeded in getting his way also. Thus, all four Reinhardts were quite happy with their lot and, on a night like this, it was all that really mattered. 
 
    As soon as Philip Reinhardt was seated in his carriage, he felt a heavy load lift off his shoulders and started to relax. As much as he hated to admit it, he was delighted to go along with his parents’ little scheme tonight. Staying at home on any other occasion would never have bothered him in the least. The ball itself held not nearly the significance as he had made his grandfather believe tonight. His preferences tended more towards smaller and more intimate places, even though he had never seen these grand occasions as a burden, but rather a test of endurance as his father had once confided to him when complaining of having to greet the same people and facing the same conversations year after year. “Thank God that at least their robes are different!” his father had added. Nevertheless, the Reinhardts joined the same faces with their same conversations in new and different robes, because the opera ball was, after all, the best place to go at this time of the year. 
 
    When Philip finally made his entrance, the ballet performance had just ended and the party was already in full progress with happily laughing participants all around him. The orchestra was playing Strauss' Blue Danube waltz, which never failed to get old and young alike to their feet. In no hurry to dance, Philip made his way through the noisy crowd, trying to get to the loge, which was usually reserved for the Reinhardts on these nights and in which, for the first time in many years, three of the chairs around the beautifully decorated table were vacant. He suddenly felt very odd. 
 
    “Well, Philip Reinhardt, where is the rest of your party?” Louis Weber, a banker and an old friend of the family, called out to him jovially. 
 
    “All of me is here!” he laughed. “The family had to stay home. Papa Reinhardt has come down with something. He seems to be quite ill.” 
 
    “So sorry to hear that. I hope it is nothing serious.” 
 
    “Well, he assures everyone that it isn't, but my parents decided to stay home with him against his will and, of course, without him knowing. You know how he feels about these affairs!” 
 
    “Oh, yes! Just last year, he and I danced away the night. Some years in the past, even with broken bones!” Louis mused. “Well, do give him my very best wishes and I hope he will be up and about soon again.” 
 
    Philip's hopes were also for his grandfather to get well soon, but right now, he hoped it would be Louis Weber spreading the bit of information to all their acquaintances about Papa without him having to waste any time on it. With the lightheartedness and egotism of the young, his thoughts circled around the object of his admiration, beautiful Victoria Elisabeth, and the real reason for his wish to attend this ball tonight. This was his very own secret that he had not allowed himself to share with anyone. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Victoria von Wintersberg's household was in a state of turmoil. A telegram had arrived from Berlin only an hour ago, stating that her brother Oscar had been injured in a duel in the Grunewald. He was said to be in critical condition and her parents were expected to visit him there in the hospital. 
 
    “Like hell we will go to Berlin! Especially not on an important day like today!” shouted the Count uncontrollably. “He is not worth the bullet that hit him, let alone his parents’ visit. The more I attend to his problems, the more he gets himself into them. There has to be a limit. There must be an end to all of this!” He pounded his fist on the dinner table and continued. “Today is as good a time as any other day to start. He has caused us so much grief already, not to speak of all the embarrassments we have had to encounter because of him!” 
 
    Lotte, his wife, and their daughter Victoria looked up somberly at him from the table, not uttering a word, listlessly poking around in their desserts. Both had learned years ago that any attempt to calm him down would only have the opposite effect. And tonight was a very meaningful night for lovely Victoria. She just had to be at the ball! She had been looking forward to seeing Philip Reinhardt so much, and had never stopped thinking about him since she met him a year before. 
 
    Count Manfred von Wintersberg considered himself, above all, a Prussian officer. As a young First Lieutenant, he had fiercely fought against the Austrians in the war of 1866, regretting only the loss of his right leg early in battle. Not that it mattered to him to have lost a leg. He had only been annoyed by the lengthy hospital stay which had prevented him from killing more of his country's enemies. He would later relate this as a personal tragedy and became very apologetic whenever an occasion of exchanging war stories arose. His natural capability as a leader and disciplinarian, as well as his loyalty towards Prussia, coupled with a suitable marriage and good connections were at that time helpful to him in securing an appointment at the Embassy in Berlin. Realizing then that he would never be able to fight on a battlefield again, he vowed to serve his fatherland as best as he could. Thus, he became a career diplomat. He perfected his French, attended a school for foreign affairs, and worked his way up to the title of Vice Consul. Ironically, this promotion catapulted him into a transfer to Vienna. If this had been a disappointment to him, it had certainly never been displayed by him as such. To him, it was another duty he had to perform, which required his presence at the German Embassy. Nothing more and nothing less. He never displayed the promotion that came with this transfer, however much he was pleased by it. “Father would have been very proud of me,” he had thought with satisfaction. To honor the Kaiser, the family name, and conduct oneself above and beyond reproach was his maxim. He had wondered then how his wife and two children would adjust. Not that it would change anything, but one has an obligation to one’s family also. Every now and then, one should also remember to be a loving husband and father, and take into consideration their well-being. That, too, is what duty meant. After all, that is what life is all about. 
 
    “Vienna! Are you sure it's Vienna in Austria? No mistake?” his wife and daughter had cried with joy. “The most beautiful city in the world and we are going to live there!” 
 
    “My dear Victoria, Berlin has surpassed Vienna long ago!” he had admonished. 
 
    “All the beautiful museums, buildings, and romantic boulevards! The parks with their concerts. Vienna's delightful coffee houses one hears so much about! And the Ringstraβe is supposed to be more elegant than is the Champs-Elysee! And—" 
 
    “Hold on, child, and slow down!” he interrupted again. “We have hardly ever missed any concert in our beautiful parks here. As far as all your museums and buildings are concerned, young lady, just recently, I've read in a very reliable journal that Berlin is considered the cultural center of the world. People come from everywhere to learn and benefit from what is offered here! Just think of all the performances here. Vienna's Ringstraβe and Paris' Champs-Elysee compare rather poorly to our own Friedrichstraβe. Not to mention Unter den Linden! Good God, what a sight to behold!” He lit a cigar and looked triumphantly at his wife and daughter. 
 
    They both began to laugh uncontrollably. His wife finally caught her breath. “My dear Manfred! I didn't know that in addition to having a Vice Consul for a father and husband, we had an expert on touring Berlin in our midst! But I must confess to you, I've always secretly desired to see the castle of Schönbrunn. And if you say our Sans Souci surpasses it, I shall have no choice but to assure myself of it! 
 
    “We both will!” Victoria ran over to her father, spontaneously embracing him. “You have made us very, very happy, Papa! You shall never know how much!” 
 
    “I have?”  At this news, Count von Wintersberg did something he very rarely did— he smiled.  
 
    ∼ 
 
    Count Wintersberg, his wife, and Victoria had arrived in Vienna four years previously, which also commemorated Victoria's twenty-first birthday. She called it “the best present I have ever received!” They had left Oscar, their son, in Berlin, Manfred once more enrolling him in another military academy.  
 
    As a child, Oscar von Wintersberg had never been very healthy, and had, in time, become even frailer, showing no particular interests in anything but his piano. Military games and sports were, in his opinion, team efforts for which he was too much of an individualist. His father was very much in disagreement with his son's philosophy, which was diametrically opposed to his own. 
 
    “You mold your children into what you expect them to turn out to be,” he repeatedly insisted, while his wife and daughter had to endure lengthy quarrels, more often than not ending in severe punishment for Oscar. 
 
    After several attempts to finally make a man out of Oscar had failed, enrolling him in one military academy after another, each more strict and penalizing than the one previous, father and son had become each other's most fervent enemies. This had the effect that Oscar von Wintersberg, at the age of twenty-three, had already become a bitter, cheerless, and desolate figure, fanatically obsessed with only one goal—to hurt and humiliate his father twice as much as he had been hurt by him. Oscar could not rid himself of the belief that he had continuously been persecuted by his father, and he had caused him so much grief and misery, which never left him, that he often cursed the day he had been born. 
 
    Moments before their departure to Vienna, he had embraced his mother and sister, whom he loved so dearly, without even a glance toward his father. As always, the Count was unmoved by the tearful face. 
 
    “Enjoy the fine theaters and especially Vienna's carnival season!” he had shouted, running alongside the slowly departing train. Lotte and Victoria waved sorrowfully until the tall, pathetic young man, who so often had tried in vain to be a good son, drifted out of their sight. 
 
    “You cruel bastard!” Oscar had cried bitterly. “Leaving your only son behind! I shall make you suffer for this as long as there is a breath of life in me!” It was a promise that Oscar von Wintersberg would fulfill in the not so distant future. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Telegrams, hospitals, or even death beds be cursed! No matter what, we cannot and will not miss the Vienna Opera Ball tonight!” the Count stated emphatically. “The Ambassador himself asked for us to share his loge. All of us! Do you know what that means, Lotte? Honor! High Honor! Count von Steglitz would give anything for the privilege, if his family had been invited to one of the Emperor’s banquets.” The thought of being envied for this honor calmed him somewhat. Satisfied with himself, he clasped his napkin in place. “What good would it do if we leave today for Berlin? We cannot change a thing. I probably will have to pay his gambling debts again and will not even get as much as a thank you from him. I am finished with him, Lotte! Done!” Looking at Victoria he sternly added, “I hope you are not blaming your father! Are you?” 
 
    Lotte von Wintersberg tried to stay as calm as possible, attempting to avoid having Victoria put on the stand. 
 
    “This is not a question of blame, dear Manfred. God only knows, in the last four years you have done more than could be expected of any father. But this is the first time a telegram stated ‘injured severely’ and that our presence is requested, so I thought, it might be quite serious.” 
 
    “At times, duels do inflict more than only scars. Oscar has been lucky so far. But, as Mama says, it might be important,” Victoria finally uttered, feeling guilty for her selfish thoughts of possibly having to stay away from the ball tonight, rather than worrying about her brother. 
 
    “I hope it will be more than a few scrapes and scars! Do you know that your father was never involved in a duel? Never even thought of one!” he boasted, putting honey on his buttered croissant, which was his favorite dessert. “I never drank too much, neither did I chase after harlots. I always lived the life befitting a Prussian aristocrat, just as it was expected of me.” 
 
    Lotte and Victoria exchanged glances, relieved that their Viennese maid was nowhere near to hear his boasting. 
 
    He took a deep breath before continuing. “My father would have said, ‘First things first,’ and would not have missed an important affair like the one tonight.” He toasted to his wife and an immensely relieved Victoria. 
 
    “Here is to all of us! The Lord only knows, we deserve a good night out. And tomorrow we shall take the noon train to Berlin and that's final!” 
 
    Lotte and Victoria lifted their goblets. “To Oscar's health,” whispered both in unison. 
 
    “To a great night at the ball!” Manfred returned the toast. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Vice Consul von Wintersberg and his family arrived at the Vienna Opera ball looking their very best, as always, putting aside their family problems and ready to take part in the grand occasion. Mother and daughter had decided to make the best of the night since they could not change matters, and had donned their most beautiful evening gowns and precious jewels, hiding only their eyes with very delicate masks of sequins, a last-minute caprice which, for obvious reasons, pleased Victoria. 
 
    “One of the greatest things about Austria, and I should say Vienna, is that they have mastered the art of being so informally formal. A first-class ballet performance, followed by the very best dancing party. I couldn't think of any other city that could possibly be able to combine it into a perfect gala affair! And all this at the State Opera!” Lotte stated, quite impressed. 
 
    “It is as confusing as everything else in Austria, including their Constitution,” retorted the Count cynically. “But then, if the Habsburgers had one, the country would probably fall apart!” 
 
    “Papa, please! Mama and I are so happy to be here! And as for myself, I wish we would never have to leave. I am so completely in love with their culture, old traditions, and everything about the whole country!” Victoria answered cheerfully as she followed her parents, who were trying to find the way to their loge. 
 
    “Please, dear child, be very discreet in what you say tonight. We are, after all, among countrymen and peers.” 
 
    “I am fully aware of this, Papa. I simply expressed my personal feelings. So far, I have never been negligent in my behavior as a Prussian Countess.” 
 
    “And a Lutheran at that!” Manfred exalted, squeezing her hand gently. “I want you to know how very proud I am of you! I only hope that someday you will find a husband worthy of you!” 
 
    “I'm sure she will,” Lotte answered, beaming at her lovely daughter. “Often, good things take their time.” 
 
    “I am in no hurry!” Victoria declared. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Ambassador von Ritter excused himself from a group of diplomats and walked towards the von Wintersberg family, greeting each one of them. “Did anyone ever tell you that your daughter has a great likeness to Empress Elisabeth?” 
 
    All three looked at him in surprise. “Should I feel flattered, your Excellency?” 
 
    “What kind of a question is that, Count?"  
 
    “Well, I never met the Empress,” he stammered.  
 
    “Don't be so perplexed! I meant it as a great compliment, as she was one of the most beautiful women in Europe! You should know that much!” 
 
    “Thank you, sir!” he said, filled with pride, looking fondly at his daughter. 
 
    “Where is Baroness von Ritter?” Lotte inquired, more as a matter of formality rather than of real concern. 
 
    “At home nursing a sudden headache!” 
 
    “I’m so sorry to hear that,” Lotte lied.  
 
    “Don't be, Countess. She always gets one when her dresses get too tight!” he answered, amused and shockingly honest. “Some women lack discipline at the dinner table and my wife is one of them. You, however, are a very lucky man,” he declared, looking straight at the Count. “I hope you appreciate it.” 
 
    “Thank you, your Excellency,” he said, parting from him as other guests were making their way toward the Ambassador. 
 
    “What a wise decision to come! Did you hear him, Lotte? You must know, he is not known to make compliments very often. I shall always remember this night as long as I live!” 
 
    “The Ambassador had too much to drink already,” Lotte replied, completely unimpressed. “I know him to be quite a different man when he is sober.” 
 
    “But there is a lot of truth in wine. So what if he is a bit intoxicated! He may just have his own problems also.”  
 
    “Victoria, don't you want to take a little rest? You must be exhausted after two hours on the dance floor. I have never seen you dance this enthusiastically before! Is there any particular reason?” her mother inquired. 
 
    “Really? Two hours already? I was not aware of it. It seems I just got here.” 
 
    An officer in his splendid imperial royal uniform saluted, bowed slightly, and asked her to dance. She graciously obliged. “Never the one I am hoping for,” she thought, walking towards the dance floor, fully cognizant of the difficult predicament she was in. The gentleman leading her had to turn wherever he could find some space in this overly crowded ballroom. She, on the other hand, had to follow him, making polite conversation, while constantly and very inconspicuously searching for Philip Reinhardt.  
 
    “Midnight is almost here and then your mask comes off. Will you allow me that dance?” 
 
    “If you should happen to be near our table,” she replied noncommittally, while trying for the thousandth time to recall word for word the conversation she and Philip Reinhardt had had a year ago. 
 
    As always, she had to admit, if she were totally honest, that there had been so little time and opportunity since, for some obscure reason, her father had decided to leave early that night. However, she did remember very vividly that, while dancing to the melody of Strauss' Roses from the South, Philip Reinhardt had asked why a beautiful lady like her would be hiding behind a mask.  
 
    That night she had worn a matte mint, satin dress which had no other adornment outside of a few little roses of pearls that had been sewn onto the dress strewn just over the skirt, leaving the bodice simple and thus bringing out the beauty of the precious pearl choker with a large emerald pendant around her very slender neck. In her dark, almost auburn hair, she had also worn pearls, and just here and there a glitter of emerald colored rhinestones.  
 
    She was presently dancing with Baron von Kreibich, which would be quite pleasing to her father since he and von Kreibich had a lot in common, and had discussed here and there of the different methods of horse breeding. 
 
    “Would you believe me, Countess Victoria, if I told you that even after an absence of almost a year, all my horses came running to me at once at the sound of my whistle! Like trained circus horses! My spunky Ferdinand stayed on his hind legs until I threw him an apple. I had, of course, taught him this trick, not without some effort, but nevertheless, it's astounding how well he remembered. Hard to believe!” 
 
    “Oh, I believe you, and it's not so surprising to me at all! My Sultan seems to know the handbags I carry. He never wants to gallop unless I carry the one with the apples in it! I am aware that they can smell the apples, but from so far away? Mama and I came to the conclusion that it's the size of the bags and the way I carry them! Papa, of course, is always very skeptical whenever I make reference to the intelligence of horses, but he loves them also very much!” Victoria concluded.  
 
    Both were so engrossed in their conversation that they did not notice another couple dancing behind them, listening and observing their conversation attentively. 
 
    “And mine are smart enough to know when I carry sugar in my pockets, Miss Victoria! I am so glad we agree on the intellect of our four-legged friends!” Philip Reinhardt remarked laughingly.  
 
    “Good evening, Mr. Reinhardt!” she replied, trying to appear as calm as possible, although she felt the blushing in her face and her legs turning to lead. 
 
    By now, the music had stopped, allowing Victoria to manage a quick glance at Philip's dancing partner, her womanly instincts assuring her that she had no reason to worry, as the lady in question might have passed for Philip’s mother. 
 
    Baron Kreibich, completely unaware of the situation at hand, was elated to encounter yet another equestrian and broke in. “Sweets are the password to all of my parent's stables in Mecklenburg! They wouldn't dare visit without them!” 
 
    “And I am so happy to have been party to a conversation concerning those magnificent creatures! I do hope Philip will bring you to our stables very soon!” Lillian Essler said, assuming that all of them were old acquaintances. “Won’t you, Philip?” she pleaded. 
 
    “It's a promise, Aunt Lillian. With the consent of Miss Victoria, I'll make it a point to keep it!” he replied, looking at Victoria. 
 
    By the time everyone helped out with the proper introductions, champagne bottles were popped and the arrival of midnight was announced. Baron Kreibich ignored all the shouting, kissing, and embracing, still standing at attention with his heels clicking, holding Lillian Essler's hand. 
 
    “I can't believe my luck today! Am I really standing here with Lady Essler of the famous stables at Lindenfels?” he gazed at her in disbelief. 
 
    “Of course you are, young man! Would you like to bring me back to my table? My husband and I enjoy nothing better than plain old horse talk. Never mind the Opera ball!” she laughed, turning towards Philip and Victoria, who were occupied in gently removing her mask, taking care not to disturb her beautiful hairdo with all its embellishment. 
 
    “My dear Philip, I do hope that our Papa will be well in a hurry and also that Valery will have an easy birth! I am so relieved that you have chosen Dr. Werner, this time. He truly loves those babies!” 
 
    “I've already named it, should it be a girl!” he remarked with a smirk, kissing her good bye. “How does Vicky sound?” 
 
    “Victoria would be my choice. It has a very regal ring to it, considering her bloodline and family tree!” she winked mischievously at Victoria, taking her hand. “I am so happy to have met you. You are truly the most beautiful young lady at the ball tonight!” 
 
    “Thank you, Madame!” Victoria answered modestly, blushing. 
 
    “Sorry to keep you waiting, Captain Kreibich, but family matters are of first importance, especially if they concern my horses!” Lillian apologized, while walking to their table. 
 
    Victoria, still in a daze and having changed colors so much during the past conversation, felt that one more flush or discomfiture wouldn't matter now, and the night was just beginning. She asked the inevitable question. “Mr. Reinhardt, who is Valery?” 
 
    He laughed and answered with the pride of ownership. “My best and very favorite horse! Wait until you see her with her new addition! Aunt Lillian never had any children, so her horses are her babies. It’s one love I sincerely share with her!” He took a quick glance at his pocket watch and then looked at Victoria. “I have been searching for you all night. For that matter, all over Vienna for the past year! Can you explain why I couldn't I find you until now?” 
 
    She would have loved to tell him how much she agreed with him, and that the feeling was absolutely mutual, but instead sighed. “You have no idea how close I came to not attending the ball tonight!” 
 
    “As far as that's concerned, we also had quite a difficult decision to make at our house. Thank God, my parents insisted I come! Can you imagine us not being able to meet again, Miss Victoria?” He suggested some refreshments as they both walked towards the lobby, and then continued. “My grandfather is ill and I might still be called home early—” He paused. “So where and how can I reach you without having to wait another year, in case we might again be separated? Above all, could I finally know your family name, and possibly your address? I have not forgiven myself for only remembering your first and middle name from our last encounter at last year's ball! Believe me, it would have made the past year quite a lot more pleasant for me!” 
 
    “For me as well!” she murmured shyly. “Papa interrupted us then.” 
 
    “And will never again! That is a promise!” he answered very seriously. 
 
    “My full name is Victoria Elisabeth von Wintersberg, and I attend the University of Fine Arts in the—” 
 
    “Oh yes, I know exactly where it is. What hours, which days?” he broke into her explanation, worried not to be able to get all of the facts again. 
 
    “Every day! And the hours are ten to twelve, and two to four. Sometimes a servant will meet me to take me home, but mostly I'm met by Mother, and we usually have our afternoon coffee at the Cafe Pracher. The new one,” she added quickly, equally anxious that she wouldn't have time to finish before he might have to leave. 
 
    “I know the new Pracher's also. We mostly go, however, to the old one, since it is on my way home from work. Could you also tell me where you live?” 
 
    “On Ringstraβe. Number 185,” she answered hesitantly. “Papa is Vice Consul at the German Embassy.” 
 
    “Of course. Why didn't I think of this!” he said, face reddening. “How foolish of me! I should have really figured this out from his self-assured behavior. There aren't too many assignments which a Prussian gentleman could fulfill in Vienna. You must think me to be a fool! There I was, riding my Valery through the park, attending operas and concerts, visiting museums, taking long walks on the Ringstraβe, even passing the Embassy on numerous occasions, but it never occurred to me that I could have found you a lot more easily!” He shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    Victoria looked happily at him. 
 
    “This is no laughing matter, Miss von Wintersberg! I lost one very valuable year of my life!” 
 
    “How very flattering!” she said in jest. “If you weren't Viennese, I could even believe you!” 
 
    “Oh, do I hear a chord of the same history lessons? It looks like we have something in common already! I mean, looking at our history from opposite sides. You probably know that all the Prussians are as suspect to us as the Viennese are to you! Could it be possible for us to prove them wrong?” he mused. 
 
    “Mr. Reinhardt, I was really only teasing. Mama and I love Vienna!” 
 
    “And Papa?” 
 
    “Claims to have many reasons not to love any other country than Germany.” At that, they both thought it better to change the delicate subject. “We may leave tomorrow for Berlin. My brother was shot in a duel and is presently in the hospital.” 
 
    “Oh, no! I am genuinely sorry to hear that!” He looked very concerned. “I am astonished that your parents attended the ball under such grave circumstances!” 
 
    “Well, this is the other side of a Prussian diplomat. Papa considers attending a ball as part of his duty, no matter what the circumstances.” 
 
    Philip tried not to look too lost for words. “May I tell you, even if this will sound quite selfish, that I am so extremely happy your parents decided to come tonight? And I mean every word of it! And perhaps your father knows that not all duels among young men are serious!” 
 
    “I hope so. I love my brother very much!” 
 
    He compassionately nodded his head. “Of course you do! Miss von Wintersberg, before either one of us gets called away again for one reason or another, would you please answer a question for me which has vexed me ever since we had our first dance together?” 
 
    “If I am able.” 
 
    “I'm sorry, this must seem like rushing you, but a year, on the other hand, is a long time to wait also. Are you engaged or promised?” 
 
    “No, not at all!” she said candidly. 
 
    “That is hard to believe! Tell me why a lady of your beauty, intellect, and nobility is still unattached? You should have been carried off by a knight in shining armor, so to speak, a long time ago! What happened?” 
 
    “I had been engaged, for a single week, until my fiancée was killed in a hunting accident! I have never quite gotten over this tragedy,” she replied in a whisper. “I guess I really never had an occasion or reason to get over it, either!” 
 
    “Forgive me please for asking, Miss von Wintersberg. I had expected a completely different answer!” 
 
    “It's quite all right!” she smiled understandingly. 
 
    Still astonished by her revelation, he gave her a long observing look, trying to think of the appropriate words to say, but only a faint, “May I order us some refreshments?” came to his mind. 
 
    “If you would be so kind.” 
 
    Trying to sound cheerful, he continued. “Do you realize that we haven't even had a dance together tonight?” 
 
    “I have waltzed enough for both of us already! I am quite comfortable right here.” 
 
    “So am I,” he answered quickly. “I must have danced for hours before I finally saw you! I kept looking for the special hairdo from last year. You remember, the pompadour. Am I correct?” 
 
    “I always change my coiffure to complement my gown. Last year, I wore a gown which warranted a pompadour. This is why I have the cascade of ringlets tonight, Mr. Reinhardt!” she giggled, amused and a little flattered to know that he had remembered her looks from the last ball. 
 
    Both reached for their newly refilled glasses, and Philip sighed deeply again. “Had I used my God-given brains instead of my feet, I would have been looking for the most graceful beauty with the most beautiful gown, jewels, and the hairstyle of our Empress. Then, and only then, would I have found you sooner!” 
 
    “I am all of that?” 
 
    “All of that and so much more!” 
 
    “Now I know why my father has warned me of you Viennese enchanters!” 
 
    “Your father,” he mused. “As much as I hate to admit it, your father is a very wise man. I could not claim exception to this type of accusation until a year ago, and—” He smiled and glanced at his watch, as if trying to figure the exact time last year, when his coachman, approaching from behind, touched his shoulder. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” he stammered. “I am so glad I've found you at last. Papa Reinhardt has taken a turn for the worse and I am to bring you home right away!” 
 
    “Stay right here, Walter, and try to catch your breath. I'll take Lady von Wintersberg back to her table.” He offered Victoria his arm. “I expected as much,” he murmured half discontentedly. “But I really shouldn't complain! I was very lucky to find you again, and that, after all, was my sole purpose for attending this ball tonight. I shall get in touch with you as soon as I'm able. I have to see how the next few days will turn out as far as my grandfather is concerned. You do believe that I am anxious to see you again, in spite of your father's otherwise sound advice, don’t you?”               
 
    “I'd like to as well. If you promise it won't take another year!” she smiled. 
 
    “Please be assured that it will not!” He held her hand tightly, looking at her tenderly and passionately. Victoria felt so very happy, a feeling which for many years had eluded her. 
 
    Lotte von Wintersberg beamed with pleasure as both started to ascend the stairs. She had been watching for the reappearance of her daughter, and recognized the handsome gentlemen at her daughter's side at once. She was seated next to Consul Kronthaler and his wife, Irma, both of whom were known for their quick wit and entertaining manner. They had kept the Countess amused most of the night, Manfred being completely absorbed by laughing politely at the Ambassador's repetitious jokes. 
 
    “See Apollo and Venus walking right in our direction! What a stunning pair!” Consul Kronthaler reflected. “And so much in love!” 
 
    His wife agreed. “Yes, look at their happy faces!” 
 
    “Just our luck! He happens to be the most eligible and sought-after bachelor in Vienna, and here we are with our two sons!” he jested. 
 
    “Victoria, dear child, we were just wondering if you were not footsore by now from all that dancing?” 
 
    “No, Mama! I have not been dancing all that much. We sat in the foyer for quite a while!” 
 
    Manfred von Wintersberg finally looked in their direction. He was fairly intoxicated, but not to the point where he couldn't remember Victoria's escort. The Ambassador also fixed his eyes on Philip.  
 
    “There is nothing quite so amusing as watching two tipsy men, trying to get their recollection into perspective!” Victoria thought, introducing Philip Reinhardt. 
 
    “Haven't we met somewhere before, young man?” 
 
    “Yes, your excellency! Once at the Hofburg ball, and twice at a banquet in Schönbrunn!” Philip answered matter-of-factly, while helping Victoria into her chair and kissing her hand politely. “I am so sorry to have to leave abruptly, but my grandfather is seriously ill,” he apologized to everyone at the table. 
 
    “Has our daughter been with this Austrian the whole evening?” Manfred von Wintersberg directed his question at his wife. 
 
    “I hope so!” she laughed, lifting her glass. 
 
    “My dear wife, you have had much too much to drink! And it certainly doesn't become you at all!” he bellowed, as everyone joined in the laughter with Lotte. 
 
    “I also feel that to have to decline to taste all these delicious wines and champagne is a sin! However, my dear husband will need someone less intoxicated than himself to lean on tonight, to make it to his bedroom, so I must suffer, I suppose!” Lotte had lamented to herself just moments before. 
 
    Even the Ambassador had joined in the laughter before he replied. “If it's the same family I am thinking about, you can put your mind at rest, Manfred! That old patriarch told me, on more than one occasion, that he had his chairs redone whenever a Prussian sat on them, adding quickly that there were of course unavoidable business affairs! Even his German shepherd dogs must carry Austrian names!  Can you believe that?” 
 
    “I do!” Manfred stuttered, looking at his daughter for a better reply. 
 
    Victoria, however, was in her own little romantic world, imagining herself in the arms of Philip and being passionately kissed by him. Ignoring her husband's glassy-eyed look, Lotte wondered what it would be like to be the mother-in-law of this fine young gentleman, whom she had liked instantly, never even wasting a thought on status or wealth. Manfred now glanced slowly at Consul Kronthaler, knowing the ambassador spoke the truth, being aware that Manfred and Karl Reinhardt constantly exercised their deep-rooted hatred for each other's countries, transforming it into a clear personality clash. That left only the Consul and his wife as a last hope for some kind of acknowledgment. 
 
    “Allow me, your Excellency!” she said earnestly, ignoring Manfred's helpless stare. “As you very well know, my husband and I are constantly involved in representing Germany in Vienna's social circle, of which the Reinhardts are one of the most esteemed families. I am sure I speak also for my husband when I say that both of us hold great admiration and respect for this remarkable gentleman! His immense dislike for anything and anyone connected with Prussia is very well known, but so is the fact that his son is an invalid, suffering from a head wound he received in the war of 1866. One cannot condemn him for that!” 
 
    “I lost two brothers in that war myself,” the Ambassador responded without emotion, neither sympathetically nor regretfully. 
 
    Manfred, too, was completely unmoved. Lotte gave the Consul's wife, who had momentarily paused, a sad but appreciative look. The Consul's wife continued. “But I have also heard him, on many occasions, speak out against the house of Habsburg, regardless of how many nobles were present! For the past twenty years, he has dedicated himself to the improvement of the living conditions of the poor and has worked tirelessly right along Great Councilman Karl Lueger's plan to change the city by bringing transportation, gaslight, sanitation, housing and most of all, to establish more hospitals in Vienna! Karl Reinhardt has quarreled endlessly in the highest courts for any of the costly changes he thought necessary benefiting the less fortunate.” 
 
    “Lord knows they need that,” interrupted Manfred. “Never have seen anything like it! A multitude of baroque churches, opulent palaces, castles and feudal estates, yet their average citizen is poverty-stricken, lives practically in shacks and hovels, without windows and perhaps a single water pump serving twenty families!” 
 
    “It’s hardly much different from any other large city, including Berlin, my dear Manfred!” Lotte amended ardently, to everyone's surprise. 
 
    “The population has grown by two hundred and fifty percent, and the destitute, may they be right or wrong in doing so, are flocking to the cities to find work. Even though very few are bettering their situation, no one can stop them. But it's people like the Reinhardts and Luegers who can help enormously to ease their distress. The reputation of both is legendary!” 
 
    “Karl Reinhardt. Karl Reinhardt,” Victoria uttered hesitantly. After putting the name in context, she looked at the Consul's wife. “Wasn't he also one of many architects who built Vienna's beautiful Ringstraβe?” 
 
    “Of course, he was, Miss von Wintersberg! That was only one of the many projects he was wholly committed to. You probably have learned a great deal about him in your art classes!” Irma replied excitedly. “This has no bearing on his work, but he is also known for his dislike of titles, unless someone is a professional man like a medical doctor or maybe a lawyer!” 
 
    “How bizarre in a country like Austria, where everyone just loves to live for any type of title, no matter how ridiculous it may be. Titles that may go down to the most insignificant office clerk or even servant!” boasted Manfred with a grin, showing off his knowledge about Austrian customs. “This man must be an eccentric, to say the least,” he sneered, reaching for his glass again. 
 
    “With his enormous wealth, he can afford to be anything he wishes to be!” Irma Kronthaler voiced eloquently. “Are you familiar with their castle in Lindenfels?”  
 
    “Not really! I only know this quaint little town, Lindenfels, and that it has quite an abundance of castles and manor houses for the undeserving rich.” 
 
    “You cannot be serious in what you are saying!” 
 
    “I am! Maybe my wife and daughter know more about it. They are more interested in things like castles and such,” he replied, wholly unimpressed. 
 
    The Consul now felt it was time to say something in the Reinhardt's defense. “Well, well, dear Manfred, let me enlighten you a bit! Lindenfels is as much to the Reinhardts as the Reinhardts are to Lindenfels. Aside from their picturesque castle in its fairy tale setting, there are also their well-known stables, surrounded by acres of pastures and forestlands. Not to forget their vineyards that produce very superb wines only few of us can afford to serve at the dinner table! I could, of course, go on with my praise for the rest of the night!”  
 
    “But I was told their wealth came from their factory and banks in Vienna!” the Ambassador uttered in amazement. 
 
    “Now I ask you, why would anyone in his right mind want to have to take care of so much?” the Count answered sincerely, still considering the matter of no importance. “Can you tell me why anyone should want all that?” he repeated, looking at the still dumbfounded Ambassador. 
 
    “You are putting me in a tight spot, Manfred! But a bit more then my wife and I have wouldn't hurt or bother me at all!” he answered gaily. 
 
    “I’ll drink to that!” Consul Kronthaler concurred, lifting his glass and smiling at his wife. 
 
    “We’d better go home. There is too much drinking going on here tonight,” the Ambassador stuttered to his guests' great relief. 
 
    “Where is Lady Victoria?” asked Baron Kreibich, dashing by their table, completely out of breath. 
 
    “Checking on our wraps. You may wait, if you like, and in the meantime help me out of my chair. To have only one leg is sometimes a problem!” 
 
    “Happy to oblige, sir! However, I must talk to her before I leave!” he insisted with nervous excitement, clicking his heels and departing in haste. 
 
    “Dear Miss Victoria, I can never thank you enough for introducing me to Philip Reinhardt and his aunt!” 
 
    “You are very welcome!” she smiled, wanting to tell him that she also had just met Lillian Essler for the first time. 
 
    “I am so very, very lucky!” he went on. “I am going to dance until the last guest has gone home!” 
 
    “Good for you!” Lotte nodded curiously. “Any particular reason for all this cheerfulness?” 
 
    “Reasons!” he grinned with pride and joy, clicking his heels again. “Dearest Countess, I shall not only have the opportunity to see the Reinhardt and Essler stables, but also to ride some of their finest thoroughbreds! If those are no reasons to celebrate, I don't know what is!” 
 
    “We are both so happy for you!” Victoria laughed, looking at her mother as both shared his newfound excitement. 
 
    “Thank you again! And to think that I almost didn't make it to the ball tonight. It makes me marvel at what I would have missed.” 
 
    “Me too!” Victoria assured him, smiling inwardly, her thoughts again with Philip as he walked away, still murmuring to himself. 
 
    “Victoria, did Baron Kreibich find you? He seemed so anxious to talk to you.” 
 
    “Yes, he did, Papa.” 
 
    “And? And?” he said hopefully, waiting for a more specific reply. 
 
    “He got permission to ride the finest horses anytime he wishes!” 
 
    “You mean that was it?” 
 
    “That's all that matters to him, Papa.” 
 
    “What an imbecile! Just to think that his father will be one of the Generals in our next war, and he worries about what horses he might be permitted to ride next!” He shook his head in disbelief. “His poor parents! Which reminds me, tomorrow we must travel to Berlin.” 
 
    “Today, Papa. It's almost two in the morning!” she said, thinking of Philip's accurate time keeping. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Their coach seated four. The Count had no choice but to offer a ride home to an equally intoxicated Baron von Ritter. Not to do so would have been intolerable and he would have suffered the consequences later, when the Baron was in a more sober condition. In apparent harmony, the two men chanted the Emperors’ waltz. Only it wasn't their Emperor the waltz had been written for. Their Kaiser Wilhelm in Berlin would have had both of them transferred as fast as possible to anywhere a German flag was flying, notwithstanding their excuses. No matter what the occasion, sober or intoxicated, no wine, women, nor music were allowed to get the best of any officer in Kaiser Wilhelm's employ. To Victoria and Lotte, it was an unusual but amusing sight. 
 
    “Are you happy?” asked Lotte abruptly, taking her daughter's hand and softly patting it. 
 
    “Like a starved kitten that just has found a bowl of milk!” 
 
    “Don't spill it, dear child.” 
 
    “Not if I can help it, Mama!” 
 
    “You have my pledge.” The count lifted his arm, pretending to bring out a toast. “Milk is very good for you.” 
 
    “We know, Papa.” Victoria smiled, leaning across her laughing mother, trying to reach her father's hand. “Thank you for bringing us to the ball, Papa. I am the happiest woman in Vienna tonight!” 
 
    “Wouldn't have missed it myself! Not for anything in the world!” he declared, thinking of his newly acquired honor in being seated with the Ambassador. 
 
    “You are the most loving Prussian family I have known so far. My Lord, how I envy you!” the Ambassador said, while leaving the coach. “The best of luck to you in Berlin, Manfred! And please hurry back!” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I shall return just as soon as possible.” 
 
    Both women waved and smiled. “Will he be all right, Papa?” Victoria asked, concerned, watching him stagger, supported by the coachman. 
 
    “He will until he opens the door!” the Count laughed, knowing the Baroness von Ritter's temperament and intolerance of insobriety. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Not until Philip had reached the richly gas-lit, luxurious Reinhardt mansion did the coachman mention that a priest had been called by his parents to give Karl Reinhardt the last rites. 
 
    “Did Papa ask for one?” Philip inquired in surprise. 
 
    “I keep wondering about this also, sir, but at a time like this, your parents may want to do the right thing and not take any chances.” 
 
    “Do you know if they've sent for Uncle...I mean Father Christopher?” 
 
    “Yes, they have.” 
 
    “Good! He would feel hurt otherwise.” 
 
    “He will be deeply sad either way, just like the rest of us who have served and known Papa Reinhardt.” 
 
    Philip's and the priest's coach arrived almost at the same time at the great portal, and both men warmly greeted each other as they walked up to the door. 
 
    “I guess they have gotten you out of bed.” 
 
    “That is not what concerns me, Philip. I only wish the occasion were a different one. I refuse to believe Papa Reinhardt's illness is that severe!” the priest said gravely. 
 
    “I fully agree with you. Really, all of us do! Until this evening he was behaving as ever, pleading with all of us, or rather ordering us, to go to the ball. Father sent me, and he and Mother stayed here, of course, just to be sure. Now I wonder if they suspected more than they led me to believe!” 
 
    “That was very wise of them. But then, it's your father's profession to know or at least recognize the signs.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Mama! I'll be right back with you,” Philip said, embracing his disconsolate mother. “I just have to tell Grandfather something that's very important.” 
 
    She nodded silently and gave him a faint smile, relieved that he had returned so quickly from the ball. Philip was catching his breath, taking two steps at a time to reach the second floor.  
 
    “Papa won't know you anymore,” his father murmured. 
 
    “My God, is it that serious?” 
 
    “I'm afraid it's the end, Philip.” 
 
    “Can I at least try to talk to him?” 
 
    “Of course, if it makes you feel better.” 
 
    The room was as he had almost expected it to be. The Irish setter was stretched out right next to Papa Reinhardt, his head on his shoulder, his eyes fixed on the old man, not even moving when Philip entered the room. Tasso had been guarding his master for the past twelve years and had no intention of relinquishing his job to anyone now. 
 
    “Papa, dearest Papa, can you hear me?” Philip whispered, leaning over the old man, whose weak eyes were half opened without any other visible sign of life except for his irregular and labored breathing. 
 
    “Papa,” Philip said again. “I need to tell you now, as I can't wait until you are well again, about a very fine and beautiful young lady I have found and whom I am going to marry! I wanted you to be the first one to know. But I must also tell you that she is a Prussian!” He stroked his grandfather’s cheek. “But when you meet her, I know you will approve.” He choked back tears, realizing that he was really only pacifying himself, knowing that his grandfather would never be well again. 
 
    His parents and Father Christopher were now entering the room, his father asking, “Do you think he understood you?” 
 
    “I'm not quite sure, Father, but I did have to confess something to him, to be able to live with myself in the future.” 
 
    “Confess?” the priest asked, a little astonished. “Shouldn't you rather have come to see me, Philip?” 
 
    “What would a man like you understand about love?” Philip answered almost angrily, shaking his head and leaving a stunned priest and his awe-struck parents guessing. 
 
    “Dear Lord, have mercy! Papa should have a Rosary between his fingers instead of Tasso on his neck! Do you expect me to get his dog to heaven too?” 
 
    “Arrange it, and we'll put a new holy idol into your church.” 
 
    “Hold your tongue, Hannes. I already know you are a heathen.” 
 
    “Papa asked for the dog first, then he asked for you!” Hannes snapped in a huff. “And you should know that he did ask for the boy, Franz-Xavier, whom he had known for forty-five years, not for Father Christopher, the man in a black robe!” 
 
    “All right, Franz-Xavier, why don't you get on with your ritual, or whatever needs to be done, or whatever you must do. You understand that Hannes and I are very much on edge right now and troubled, and you worry where Papa's dearest and most loving friend is laying his head! Whatever happened to St. Bernhard's quotation, ‘He who loves me, also loves my dog!’ mocked Verena. 
 
    Knowing her stubbornness and persistence, no matter how unreasonable, when it came to her father's wishes as well as Hannes' point of view on Catholicism, he decided to leave many things that bothered him unsaid, as even the truth would have provoked them only further and he knew this would definitely be the wrong time. No doubt, Papa Reinhardt had asked for Tasso to be at his side, as he had for the boy, Franz-Xavier, but presently, he was a priest with a duty that had to be performed. This was his vocation and the Reinhardts were aware of this. Opening his Holy Book, he walked slowly to the bed, making the sign of the cross and surveying Papa's face closely. He sighed deeply then. “It's too late for a confession. I wish I had been called sooner!” 
 
    “We did send for you the minute he asked for you! He went so fast that even I was surprised,” Hannes answered calmly, knowing Papa had died. 
 
    “Franz-Xavier, you, of all people, should know that Papa confessed to his Master every single day of his life!” Verena cried, pointing to the prayer stool in the corner. 
 
    “I am fully aware of it.” 
 
    “Then don't try to change a good man's habits on his death bed!” 
 
    “Close his eyes, Verena. He's already with the Lord now.” 
 
    “You know I could never do this!” she protested, tears running down her face. 
 
    “Let me do this, please. Papa never allowed me to touch him in his lifetime...as a Physician that is,” he added. “But then, he was never really ill either. Only a little tired in the last few days.” Hannes closed Papa's eyes very gently, caressing his face under the watchful eyes of Tasso. 
 
    Verena was leaning on Franz-Xavier's shoulder, weeping quietly now. He, in turn, tried his best to comfort her, not only as their priest, but also as a brother. “Once in a while, our dear Lord creates a human being so unique, so compassionate, noble, and brave! A genius with vision so much greater than life itself. And Papa was such a man! There will never be anyone like him. I feel a whole era coming to an end!” the former orphan, Franz-Xavier said stoically, but still with a tremor in his voice, reminding himself that above all, he was a shepherd for God’s people. 
 
    “You will conduct the funeral, won't you, Franz-Xavier?” 
 
    “What a question, Verena! Our Papa wouldn't want anyone else!” he said it with certainty and a little pride. 
 
    “Thank you,” Hannes said kindly, embracing his wife and trying to collect his thoughts and feelings. He was preparing himself for the difficult days ahead. 
 
    All three walked down the steps, clenching their hands together to face their servants, who had formed a line, all of them sad and solemnly waiting for what they already knew, some of them with tears streaming down their mournful faces. Philip tried to calm Elsa and some of their oldest servants who were weeping inconsolably in their already wet handkerchiefs. 
 
    “Papa Reinhardt is gone, isn't he?” 
 
    “No, he is not. We all know that he is up there from now on, watching out for all of us!” the priest smiled sadly but consolingly, pointing heavenwards. 
 
    “Dear Lord! He went so fast!” sobbed Elsa in despair. 
 
    “Listen to me, please. All of you. Try to see it in a different way! Papa lived his life in excellent health till now. He was eighty, and kept his quick mind and sense of humor until the very last day. He died the way he most likely always wanted to—like a gentleman and with dignity!” 
 
    “Or had a little agreement with our Lord,” Father Christopher added quietly in agreement. 
 
    “He had the good fortune to be right in his own bed, without a moment of suffering, probably thinking of all the good times he had at the many balls he had attended in his life! Now, what more can a man ask for in his last hours on earth?” It was Dr. Hannes Reinhardt, the professor and surgeon, who spoke as a man who had to deal with life and death every single day, but never had to go through the agony to close the eyes of a man who had spared him and his sister Lillian the grueling experience of a sad existence in an orphanage, and had adopted him into an empyrean life style. “We should really be grateful that Papa had such an easy way going home,” he added, more to calm himself than the servants. 
 
    “I have the coach ready waiting to take you back, Father Christopher.” 
 
    “No thank you, Walter. I would rather walk tonight and reflect on the times I had the good fortune to be with Papa! Hannes and Philip,” he whispered. “please put Tasso to sleep. I hate to think of the poor creature's suffering as he will never understand why his master has left him.” 
 
    “I am very sorry for my unfair behavior towards you, Uncle Franz-Xavier!” a remorseful Philip uttered solemnly, standing close to his parents and extending his hand to Father Christopher. 
 
    “Don't mention it, Philip! And I mean to no one else, ever!” 
 
    ∼ 
 
    An elated nun was running toward Dr. Hannes Reinhardt, almost shouting behind her hand. “Father Christopher is awake!”  
 
    He, visibly relieved and already taking fast strides toward a small, bare, private room that was always reserved for the clergy, just answered, “Finally!” 
 
    “Hannes? Can you tell me how I got in here?” Franz-Xavier looked around, his eyes filled with astonishment. 
 
    “I certainly can, brother. I’ve been waiting for more than a week to tell you.” 
 
    “More than a week?” Now Franz-Xavier really sounded exasperated. He tried to sit up, but immediately fell back on his pillow and gave way to the pain with a lamenting, “Ouch!” 
 
    “You have a bad concussion, and I’m afraid we’ll have to keep you here a bit longer, for observation.” 
 
    “Never mind the concussion!” the priest expressed lamely but firmly. “I have to conduct father’s funeral.” 
 
    “That was taken care of four days ago, and everything went very nicely. If one can call it that when you bury a loved one.” 
 
    Trying to sit up again, his eyes bulging in disbelief, Franz-Xavier gulped. “You don’t mean to tell me that you buried Papa without me! I cannot believe it!” 
 
    “You will just have to, as it’s all over. And do try to sit still.” 
 
    The priest uttered a long, sad “no”, but indicated to Hannes that he would follow his orders, since there was nothing he could do about that which had already taken place. Hannes went on to explain. “The night you left our place, you must have wandered off, possibly not knowing or even caring which direction you were taking. A milk cart with an old mule, and a delivery man just as old—who, by the way, was so shaken by the incident that he has not been able to quiet down—had to make an abrupt stop or you would have been a lot worse off than you are. You can appreciate how excited a mule can become when stopped in his tracks!” Hannes smiled at him good-naturedly. “They are not in awe of anything, not even a priest!”               
 
    “When and where did all of this happen?” 
 
    “In the Fasanengasse at about four in the morning! The poor milkman screamed for help, which caused quite a stir. Just about everyone there was awakened and in the street! Finally, two men brought you here in a handcart. They pulled you quite a long way. And, as they assured us, did it gladly! I’m certain that they now have earned themselves a place in heaven!” Hannes added with chagrin. 
 
    “Don’t be so sarcastic, Hannes. I’d like to get their names. The milkman’s too. I’ll pay them a visit to thank them and pledge that they’ll be in my prayers.” 
 
    “If it will make you feel better, you can do that, but Verena and I have already taken care of them with something more substantial than a prayer.” 
 
    “Well, I thank you and Verena, but I will certainly go there myself once I am able to. We all need prayers, Hannes. That reminds me, how is Verena? She must feel quite lost without Papa.” 
 
    “Devastated is more like it! And all of her grief cannot be attributed to Papa’s death either.” Hannes sighed, perturbed. “Philip is once again in love, only this time it seems to be of a more serious nature. And to top it all off, with a Prussian! Of all the stupid things!” He peered at Franz-Xavier, awaiting his reaction. 
 
    “Philip is forever in love with one woman or another, as long as they are beautiful. I can’t remember him not being in love. And it’s always been serious up until the time he met the next one. He seems to need this to exist, as others need a breath of air to sustain them. And who knows, he might be one of those narcissists who feel they need to be surrounded by many women! Forever having to prove their irresistible charms. I’m sure you are aware of that type of behavior. I am, as I hear these problems at confession daily. Vienna has an abundance of these cases, like every other problem this city doesn’t need!” 
 
    “I wonder how much must be blamed on us? Verena feels she may have spent too much time with Stephan. Were we a better son and daughter than father and mother? The thought alone is quite disturbing to us.” 
 
    “Please, stop blaming yourselves. Everything will take care of itself and go its course. You both did your very best, especially with poor Stephan! He really needed help with his many deficiencies. And Verena must have suffered a lot, knowing that she could not have any more children.”   
 
    They both sighed deeply, with Hannes muttering, “And what did we get in return? A monk in a Benedictine abbey. It’s devastated all of us, especially Papa and Robert.” 
 
    “Don’t fret over it so dramatically! It was the best thing that could ever happen to Stephan. I’m sure he’s happy, even if no one else seems to think so,” he answered truthfully and in his defense. “But now I’m anxious to hear about the funeral. Who conducted the services?” 
 
    “Some overfed, over-dressed Bishop. Never seen him before.” He continued with a smirk. “Which doesn’t mean much coming from me. But what does matter is that there was not a dry eye in the long procession! Even the Wertheimers, who, as you may know, are Jewish, came over to me, trying to conceal their teary eyes to praise our Papa as one of the finest human beings they had ever encountered. And meaning it, I know!” 
 
    “Small wonder! Of course, they would! Who else in their right mind would rent a villa in Lindenfels to them? A lot of the Viennese are still upset about that! Even though they are nice and decent, some people just can’t seem to look beyond the fact that they are Jews! But let’s not dwell on this, Hannes. Tell me, what did the Bishop say?” He looked expectantly at him. 
 
    “Whatever a clergyman says at a funeral, unless they were personally involved. The usual ‘dust to dust’ bit. To be honest, I didn’t pay too much attention until the Mayor quoted Shakespeare, saying, ‘Be not afraid of greatness! Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them!’ I could only remember that Papa had an overabundance of this in every meaning of the quotation. And no truer words could have been uttered by anyone! All were in tears, and so moved.” 
 
    “I agree with Shakespeare, the Mayor, as well as you. I guess to get a true picture of what happened, as far as the religious part of the service is concerned, I'd have to ask someone in my parish. I’m sure the Bishop also had a lot of good things to say about him. Certainly, he’s aware of how generous our Papa has been to our Holy Church,” he added thoughtfully. “But now, something else. How soon can I have visitors?” 
 
    “Anytime you feel well enough to receive them. However, may I ask you to let Verena be the first to see you? She needs you now to pour her heart out to. I tried to console her as much as I could,” he said pensively. 
 
    “But of course, Hannes! I’ll only be too happy to see and comfort her in her grief,” Franz-Xavier answered quickly, gratified to be needed. 
 
    “Thank you, brother,” Hannes replied with a soft pat on his red cheek before returning to surgery, certain Franz-Xavier would do his utmost to console Verena. Whether or not it would suffice her needs remained to be seen. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “I cannot believe it! It seems my whole life is falling apart!” Hannes overheard his wife lamenting to Lillian, who apparently was trying her very best to calm her. 
 
    “Franz-Xavier! That idiot! He worries whether that Prussian would be willing to convert from Lutheran to Catholic, just in case of a marriage! Leave it to a stupid priest! If that pitiful creature wasn’t already in the hospital, I’d put him there!” she uttered in true despair. Not giving Lillian a chance to interrupt, she continued. “And now you are taking that Prussian woman’s side too! What’s next, I ask you?” Enraged, she still wouldn’t let Lillian defend herself, and continued her tirade. “That son of ours is even now, as we speak, planning to move out next week! Which, as an after-thought, is just as well, since there seems no room for a civil conversation with him anyhow. I have never experienced anything like it before!” she fumed. “And Hannes is no help at all! It is as if he liked the idea of Philip moving! Poor Papa, he must be turning over in his grave! All the hopes they had expressed concerning Philip—” Her rage was diminishing to a whine now. 
 
    Lillian finally got a chance to intervene. “Philip is twenty-nine, and quite able and independent enough to live on his own! He’s very hard-working and also concerned about his future.” She paused. “And isn’t it time for him to finally make a commitment? Besides, I don’t know what anyone could do to prevent him from what he desires for his future. Verena, you’d better reconsider, or you’ll probably lose him altogether, too! It’s not good for you to stay so upset and consumed by this rage! My brother, Hannes, is not without feeling, and I know he is suffering as much as you are, only silently,” she added. “I implore you, don’t pour any oil into an already blazing fire!” Lillian tried her most soothing voice. “Look, things could be much worse.” 
 
    Instead of being calmed, Verena jumped up again, irate. “Just tell me, what could be worse than a Prussian countess? Tell me now, Lillian!” 
 
    “Well, for instance, an Austrian fortune seeker, with a large family,” she added, smirking. “What’s more, we are aware of quite a few families that wouldn’t suit you, even if they came from the same background as you! And furthermore, an excellent background is not always a guarantee for a happy marriage. As much as I love Philip, I’d shy away from being his wife. He’ll always do as he pleases! And it’s not going to be an easy life for his future wife, whoever she is.” 
 
    Verena had suddenly become very quiet and was listening intently, hating to have to agree with what Lillian was telling her. “After all,” she thought. “Philip’s ‘the devil may care’ attitude had gotten the best of all his previous close associations with the ladies.” 
 
    Her pensiveness was interrupted by the cheerful entrance of Hannes and Kurt, who were making an announcement. “We just had a brilliant idea! How does a while away from here sound to you, Verena? It’s still too cold in Austria, so how would the south of Italy, or France, or maybe Switzerland sound to you, dearest? We all know that Papa’s death has taken a toll on you.” Hannes put his arm around her. “And we are all trying to help,” Kurt said kindly. 
 
    All three looked at her and expected her quick reply and even quicker decision, as they were accustomed to from her. She looked at them in surprise and answered slowly, but just as kindly, mostly glancing at Hannes for approval. “I shall consider your kind suggestion.” 
 
    “I hate to see you unhappy and falling apart every day. And in spite of what you might think about me, I’m feeling much the same way you are. You know that I have never been one to express my feelings freely. After all the years we have known each other, it should not come as much of a surprise to you!” Kurt replied. Much to the relief of all, she nodded with a smile, linking her arm into his, and walking over to Kurt and Lillian. 
 
    Seeing that peace was once again in the house of Reinhardt, both of the Esslers prepared to leave. Lillian now saw the perfect chance to go ahead and voice her own opinion on the Count’s daughter. “Dear sister, Verena, before I leave, may I be completely honest with you about what I think of the much discussed Prussian girl? It so happens that I, myself, think very highly of her. I first met her at the Opera ball. Her name is Victoria von Wintersberg. She’s not only breathtakingly beautiful, but she has an enormous amount of style, grace, and dignity! As a matter of fact, she reminded me quite a lot of Grandmother Stephany and Louise’s portraits when they were her age. I would even go as far as to say that I think she is a perfect combination of both in many ways. Who knows, maybe Philip has been looking for someone like that all along.” 
 
    “That may be the case, Lillian,” Hannes interceded. “but Philip is by no means Otto Reinhardt! From what I know of him, quite the opposite! And we all know too well that he’s not Papa, and that’s when trouble might start!” 
 
    As always, when Papa’s name was even remotely mentioned, Verena perked up. “I can still see Papa’s alarmed face from many years past when Philip had spoken of a girl he had met in Berlin. I remember his stern look while pleading with Philip never to sully our house with a Prussian!” 
 
    Hannes was embarrassed for having forgotten all about it. “So, once again, it’s Papa’s wish! Even after his death you’d like to fulfill them! Please do not overlook the fact that he had always made room for those certain exceptions to the rule, the Wertheimers being only one example. No one wanted a Jewish family in Lindenfels! Yet Papa let them rent one of the beautiful villas anyway. And I can still recall his few words of wisdom that will forever stay with me. ‘The God I worship doesn’t give a hoot about men’s organized religions and nationalities!’ These words should tell us all something!” Lillian ended her little oratory, halting at and emphasizing the word ‘nationalities’. 
 
    “A Jewish girl would suit me just fine!” Verena surprised them. “And as far as nationality is concerned, there again, you have father’s exception at its finest! He meant everybody except Prussians!” She smiled triumphantly. 
 
    “Our boy, a ‘goy’ among a Jewish family? I can’t believe it! Even though I like the Wertheimers, this is too much!” Hannes smirked. 
 
    Trying to keep all of this at a light and not serious discussion, Kurt quipped, laughing aloud and embracing Verena, “Now remember! The Wertheimer’s were also an exception!” He was still grinning while he and Lillian were making their way to the door. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    After another partly sleepless night, Verena told Hannes, “Even though the weather is still a bit cold, I’ve decided on Salzburg. France, Italy, and Switzerland are not much fun when going there without a loved one! I will, of course, take one of the Hanaks with me. Elsa has just turned sixty-two, and I hope she’s up to it and won’t turn me down for health reasons. But then again, the Hanaks have so many loving and suitable offspring.” 
 
    “Their Marlene has never left Vienna. Wouldn’t she make a good companion?” 
 
    “Good idea, Hannes. Now that I have decided, I’m really looking forward to seeing all our old friends again. The Karmas, Nordmanns, and maybe the Rombergs, all with their large families close by, may be just what I need.” 
 
    “That sounds wonderful, Verena. And if you could wait a few days, maybe a couple weeks, I might be able to come after all,” he smiled, encircling her waist with his strong arms. 
 
    She couldn’t have been more ecstatic at his response. She felt very strongly that they needed to remove themselves from this unpleasant and troublesome environment and devote some time to each other without any intrusions. She laughed and said, “You know that it will take me at least two weeks to get things in order. I must see the Wilands at the earliest convenience! Also, Papa’s many foundations may be getting worried about what is going to happen now. I think maybe we should consolidate them into one foundation. What do you think? Is it a good idea, Hannes?” 
 
    “You are the business mind, Verena. I’m sure that you will do what’s best. You’ve been trained to do just that!” He smiled, ready to go to the hospital and do what he was trained to do best. “I’ll have to take a closer look at Franz-Xavier. I’m not quite satisfied with the look of his bruises! Far too much swelling.” 
 
    “Should I come with you, Hannes….and apologize?” 
 
    “It can’t hurt, Verena. Besides, I’m glad you’ll be accompanying me,” he mused, “but I have to keep an eye on Philip too. He came to see me at the hospital, and was extremely upset! It seems the father of that girl, Victoria, had told him in no certain terms never to knock on his door again! Of course, it was bad timing on Philip’s part since the man had just returned from a funeral in Berlin where he had to have his son buried who had been killed in a duel. The boy had only been in his twenties!” Hannes waited in vain for a response from his wife and continued after a short interval. “Something like that must put an enormous strain on a family. I mean, to lose one’s only son! As I see it, Philip’s affair may be over before it has even started. He told me of how and when he met her, and also that her father hates the Austrians with the same vehemence as we do the Prussians! The father lost one of his legs in 1866.” 
 
    Verena only shrugged. “You have no concept of how much our son has hurt me in the past few days. Bad timing may be just one of his shortcomings!” she said bitterly, not reacting to Philip’s present situation as stated by Hannes. “He has called me a poor mother, allegedly always giving preference to his younger brother! The accusation in itself is already ridiculous if one considers the two-year difference in their ages. Besides that, he also complained that he got more love from Lillian and Elsa, as well as the rest of the servants, than he had ever received from me! These are only a few of the long list of accusations! And you, you were not spared either. Papa had been more of a father figure to him than you have been, he said! And had it not been for Kurt’s riding and fencing lessons, he would possibly not have grown into a real man! And as if this hadn’t been enough, he then continued with my brother, Alex, on his list of grievances. I was supposedly the most neglectful and indifferent sister anyone could have asked for!” 
 
    “Well, wasn’t that the perfect opportunity for you to show him the stack of letters Alex had written to Clarissa von Walden? You’ve still got them, I’m sure!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I do! And one day I’ll force him to read them, with all of their horrible lies! I made an attempt to then, but when I told him that even our Papa had cried, he stormed out the door, slamming it behind him, but not before telling me that he was going to move into the villa Uncle Robert had left for him!” 
 
    “Verena, don’t let him hurt you so. That boy should have moved out a long time ago! And yes, Philip is right in feeling that I have not been much of a father to him. I guess I have been too busy to be a father to both of my sons. That is one of the reasons why I am now trying so hard to make it up to him. And I think we should all live by a new rule by which we don’t keep things bottled up inside of us, but rather have it out and taken care of right when things are fresh! From now on, we will all sit down and abide by these rules. With Papa gone forever now, I will have to take over and make our family life a happy one! Nothing else really matters to me, anyhow,” Hannes promised with emphasis. 
 
    “I’m so glad you have arrived at this solution! Especially with only one son close to us, we need each other’s support.” Verena was joyfully surprised and stunned by the firm commitment. She secretly admitted to herself that, up to now, no one had ever had any chance to do something on his or her own. Everyone had always adhered to Papa’s instructions, believing that everything was working out to perfection, until recently when Philip spoke up. 
 
    So once again, the Reinhardts would begin a new way of life. Hannes was making his entrance just as Philip was planning to make his exit. And she, herself, would have no choice but to look forward and see how all of this would affect her own future. 
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    “The Ambassador expects to see you at once, Count von Wintersberg!” An aide bowed to Manfred von Wintersberg, who had returned late the night before from his journey to Berlin, where he had gone to bury his son, Oscar. Looking at him, there was no noticeable emotion, had there ever been any. He followed with a courteous but wordless nod. 
 
    “Well, well, Vice-Consul. How is our beloved Berlin?” the Ambassador asked in his usual boisterous voice, never pausing or expecting a reply. “I would bet our city is nothing short of beautiful! My wife and daughter cannot wait to return there. Unlike your family, they hate Vienna, and all the Austrians that come with it! Friendly on the outside and hateful beneath. Quite two-faced, don’t you agree? Between you and me, I have written to our Emperor and requested a transfer—in a roundabout way, you know—to anywhere else. However, I am hoping for Luxemburg, of course!” 
 
    Manfred hastened to assure the Ambassador that he concurred entirely. “All of our beloved Germany is beautiful, sir! I am in agreement with you wholeheartedly!” 
 
    “I thought you would be!” His sure smile told von Wintersberg that he had not expected any contradiction. “There are three reasons why I asked you here to see me. Take a seat, Manfred. But first, please accept our condolences. What a pity!” 
 
    Von Wintersberg uttered a quiet, disdainful, “Thank you, sir,” secretly thinking that the death of his canary, whose voice he greatly admired, would have affected him considerably more. 
 
    “The second matter is that there will be an opening in Madrid by the end of September. Count Rohr, the present Vice-Consul, has encountered severe heart problems and is no longer able to fill the required attendance to his position and the entailing matters. The Emperor has asked me, via courier, to find and assign someone worthy of this prestigious position. A speedy promotion to Consul is almost certain. Granted, Spain is a rather strange country. Too many fanatic Catholics! Well, I guess there is no other country as lax as Austria!” He laughed mirthfully. “But Spain, there is another country entirely, with all of its ethnic groups it is currently plagued with. I’m sure, in time, the King will settle their problems. I really want you to consider this offer, von Wintersberg!”  
 
    “I don’t have to, Your Excellency! Like yourself, I’ll take a transfer to anywhere.” 
 
    “Well good! That almost answers my third question, which concerns the newly arisen situation in your household.” He continued, pleased by Manfred’s eagerness to show his back to Vienna without any second thoughts. “To tell you the truth, for days now, Vienna’s newspapers have been devoting column after column to the late architect Karl Reinhardt and his accomplishments which pertained to Vienna and it’s housing and infrastructure. His daughter and son-in-law are also being mentioned quite frequently. I’m certain they’re all good people—by Austrian standards, that is. His grandson, Philip, however, must be another story altogether! Although an engineer by profession, which is quite remarkable for someone so wealthy, he is mostly known for playing around with the fairer sex. In addition to this, he is also said to be a regular visitor to the few bordellos that pride themselves in employing, so-called high-class girls, of which most of them are imported from France. It has always been puzzling to me how any harlot could be called high class by any means. It must have something to do with the amount of money they are able to bring for these places. As far as I’m concerned, they are either high-class ladies, or they are whores, but never mention both in the same breath!” he concluded, his watery eyes on Manfred. 
 
    “I have just lost a son in a duel over one of these ‘daughters of joy’ and I agree, Your Excellency! Nothing of this sort will ever repeat itself in my family. I’ll make sure of that. And although it’s an entirely different problem, my Victoria will be safe from this Romeo who had the audacity to knock on our door just yesterday and to ask for her! Believe me, it took me less than a minute to tell him where to go!” He smiled proudly, still savoring his quickness of mind in making his decision concerning Spain. “As you might understand, a quick departure for my family and myself is even more welcome under these circumstances. Please be assured of my gratitude, and also that I shall never disappoint Your Excellency!” he vowed and rose, almost too moved for a formal good-bye. 
 
    The Ambassador noted this with a smile, indicated that their business had been taken care of and wished him well. What Manfred von Wintersberg had not been told was that the Ambassador had not been unselfish in giving him the dirty story on Philip. It was more along the lines of thinking that Victoria, lovely as she was, was not going to take away the greatest catch in Vienna. With her gone, his daughter would at least have a fighting chance. 
 
    Manfred returned to his desk, feeling more than elated. It didn’t bother him that no one even seemed to have noted that he had been gone. Not a word of sympathy or any question about Berlin. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “We are leaving for Spain by the end of August, Lotte. We’re on our way!” he proclaimed lightly as he entered, before asking, “Where’s Victoria?” 
 
    “Resting in her room,” his wife answered a bit sharply, annoyed with his disclosure. “She still has to come to terms with her brother's sudden death. For that matter, I too have to get some rest. He was, after all, my son!” 
 
    “Sunny Spain will cheer all of us up!” he said, ignoring her implication, and continuing on. “We certainly need a change in pace! I also suggested this to the Ambassador after he made this generous offer. He, also, is trying to leave Vienna! We have all remained here much too long.” 
 
    Lotte, already angry with him for not showing any acknowledgment of her feelings about their son’s death, nor their state of sadness, now became even more aggravated hearing him boast about leaving for Spain. She was still quite unhappy with him for behaving so erratically towards Philip and for not respecting their daughter's feelings in that regard. She was ready to hear his explanation about a few things, and felt that even though he was not a man who easily apologized, he would have to make amends and give at least some kind of account. “Tell me about Oscar's death and the funeral,” she said abruptly, adding with a rather chilly voice, “and let’s not pretend as if nothing had taken place. He was your son too. A poor, misunderstood young man who had so much to give, and was never able to prove it to anyone!” Her voice trailed listlessly away as she crushed a handkerchief in her clenched hand. 
 
    “I was hoping to be able to spare you all of the details, Lotte, but I have a feeling that you really want to know.” He challenged her outburst with a stony face. 
 
    “I would prefer to know everything that led to his death! Whatever he might have done, I, for my part, have already forgiven him. Nothing Oscar might have done could have been his fault alone!” she said slowly, tears welling up in her eyes. 
 
    “All right, Lotte. Since you have already defended him without knowing anything, I will tell you,” he said, uncomfortably adjusting his highly starched collar. “After he left the military academy, Oscar played the piano in a rather run-down bordello. He also occupied a room in a flop-house! You may also like to know that his roommate was a former convict, who is making his living by vandalizing people. The duel was over a widely known prostitute, who, by the way, had repaid them generously by giving them—” He hesitantly cleared his throat, trying to find the proper expression to use. “well, in giving both of them syphilis! Maybe all of this will still make you a proud mother. As for myself, I have since died a thousand deaths! I could have born anything…his gambling debts, whatever! But this? Personally, I am greatly relieved that all of this has come to an end. I don’t expect that you, nor Victoria, will understand, so feel free to fault me for all of it. I just don’t fit into a life of low morals! And you might as well also know that this is why I closed the door on Victoria’s caller last night. He has the same vices and I will not stand for him to despoil my child, and I shall fight him to my death if need be!” 
 
    Lotte heard, but momentarily did not want to address her daughter's dilemma with Philip, so she asked instead, “Did any of your, or my family attend the funeral? Or more to the point, how much have you told them?” 
 
    He looked at her as if he did not understand her question and finally answered. “I never talked to or visited anyone. The boy only lived two days after I arrived, and those two days I spent at the hospital. I had him buried in Potters’ Field. He never liked our fa—”  
 
    “No! You didn’t! You couldn’t have!” she shrieked suddenly. 
 
    Manfred was visibly offended by her loud scream and ordered harshly, “Control yourself, Lotte!” 
 
    Ignoring him, she ran to Victoria’s room, unable to restrain herself, and retelling what she had just heard, brought Victoria also into a state of distress, repeatedly uttering, “How could he?” 
 
    Her mother felt sorry now for having furthered her daughter's own discomfort and tried to calm her. “You and I are going to Berlin, child. We are going to have Oscar buried in my family’s plot! The von Wintersbergs’ are shabby anyhow. No one ever takes care of their graves. Let’s teach your father a lesson! He is long overdue for one!” 
 
    The maid entered after a soft knock on the door of Victoria’s room, handing her a telegram and confiding that it had come with others for the Count. “It was easy to separate it from the rest without being observed,” she smiled conspiratorially. Victoria thanked her with relief, hastily tearing open the letter. 
 
    Observing her daughter’s face, which had turned from sadness to a happy expression, she commented. “It must be good news from Philip?” 
 
    “Oh yes, Mother. He says he’ll be waiting for me every day at Pracher’s from four until seven. And he hopes to see me there!” 
 
    “We will somehow have to make it very soon. Best be tomorrow since I am planning to leave for Berlin as soon as possible. As far as your father is concerned, he’ll not even notice. You might take either Martha or Irma Kronthaler along.” 
 
    “No, Mother!” Victoria interrupted her mother’s stream of plans. “I would rather have him wait and worry for a bit! I hesitate to make it too easy for a man like him.” She smiled quite confidently to her mother, but their conversation was quickly ended as they heard Manfred’s steps coming towards Victoria’s room. 
 
    “May I come in? Lotte? Victoria?” he asked awkwardly. 
 
    “No!” both replied sternly. 
 
    “Well, well…” he said in an irritated tone of voice, but nevertheless went to visit his most prized possession, the canary, that was, as usual, singing its heart out. “I suppose you are the only one that understands me,” he uttered sadly, stroking the feathers of his bird, which had tamely come out of its cage and sat on one of his outstretched hands. As the bird finally settled on his shoulder, he reached for his pipe, lit it and sat down to routinely open the newspaper, only to be staring again at the name of the architect Reinhardt. “The city council has decided to honor him in naming one of the streets Reinhardt-Straβe,” the paper cited. 
 
    “Anything at all, as long as this name would never be linked with the name von Wintersberg!” he thought. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Philip had, as he had promised, waited day after day for Victoria, but had not even seen any sight of her. He was devastated not to have at least received any response, not even by her maid. He had made sure to include his new address in the telegram, and the more he thought about it, the more he thought that her father might have kept the telegram from her, and that she too might be waiting for a sign from him. In his gloomy state of mind, he finally asked a waiter to find out for him. With a generous tip, one would always find out more than what one had asked for. Again, he faulted himself for not having thought of this sooner. He completely failed to understand why he had encountered such difficulty with von Wintersberg. The waiter declined, politely explaining that he could be fired for such indiscretions. Even though disappointed, Philip respected his honesty. He mused that waiters like this were still a rarity, when he encountered Consul Kronthaler and his wife entering the café in a rather jovial mood. 
 
    “Heaven sent!” he thought, immediately getting to his feet to greet them both cordially. “I’m not sure whether you remember me and I ask your pardon for my uncivil manner, since I have not formally been introduced to you and, therefore, don’t even know your names.” 
 
    “Kronthaler, Ernst. My wife Irma. And you are Mr. Philip Reinhardt,” the Consul said easily, perceiving Philip’s obvious discomfort about his unusual approach. 
 
    “Oh!” Philip stammered. “I am happy to make your acquaintance and I am glad that you remembered me from when I brought Miss von Wintersberg over to your table.” 
 
    “That would only be one reason! However, there are not too many people in Vienna who have not encountered at least one of the Reinhardt family.” The Consul smiled and continued. “And as it stands now, every newspaper carries details about the life and death of your late grandfather!” 
 
    “This is very typical of Vienna. Once in the grave, one is rated higher. For, while alive, he made many enemies!” 
 
    “That’s not what we hear! We had the pleasure of meeting him on several occasions.” 
 
    “May I offer you a seat in my booth? Unless, of course, you are expecting someone.” 
 
    “It’s our pleasure, Mr. Reinhardt! It’s just our coffee time.” 
 
    In the course of their conversation, they came to talk about the von Wintersbergs and Philip grasped his chance to mention his deplorable situation with the Count, when he had been asking for Victoria, and finally came to the point of inquiring about her whereabouts. 
 
    “Mother and daughter left quite unexpectedly for Berlin about a week ago, according to the Count. I understand they are expected to be back within the next few days, since Victoria is going to resume attending her classes. By July, she will have her diploma in art.” Irma gave him all the free information he would not have dared expect to receive. “You may use our address, in the event of any urgency, and be assured, all will be handled with the utmost discretion!” She smiled conspiratorially and added, “Not because we are diplomats, but because we are Victoria and her mother’s best friends.” 
 
    “Count von Wintersberg is having a rather difficult time at this point in his life,” the Consul added, handing him their address. 
 
    “Thank you so very much!” Philip smiled gratefully at both and took leave from them after a renewed apology, brushing her outstretched hand with a slight kiss and exchanging a hearty handshake with the Consul. 
 
    Since the hospital offered the safest place for a one on one talk with his father, Philip decided to take the short walk there. His father and he had become very close within the past few trying weeks, and had resolved between themselves that Verena would be left with very little choice but to adapt herself to the situation in time. But since they both were certain that a life without her two men would be most unlikely, they were hoping she would come around in the very near future. 
 
    “May I interrupt you for a bit, Father? I have some rather good news I’d like to share with you.” Philip surprised his father in his office, smiling broadly and cheerfully. 
 
    “When will you ever believe me when I tell you that you will always be welcome, Philip? Sometimes, however, you may have to be a bit patient, should I be in surgery.” Hannes patted his son’s shoulder, adding, “Maybe I did leave you with the wrong impression in the past, but now that we are both grown men, I believe that we can both understand why there is sometimes some waiting to be done to have a good conversation. Now then, sit down and tell me all about your good news!” He looked expectantly at him, glad to finally hear something positive since he had gotten used to his son’s constant disappointments. 
 
    “I’ve just found out that Victoria and her mother have gone to Berlin, apparently an urgent matter in connection with her brother's death, but they are returning soon. By sheer coincidence, I met her friends, the Kronthalers, at the Cafe Pracher! You remember, I told you that I had met them at the ball. By the way, they were surprisingly open about knowing our family."  He continued, tongue in cheek. "For Prussians, they sure are fond of Austrians! Anyhow, I don't believe that they were putting on a front just because of their profession. I believe that they are genuinely sincere, which is a lot more than one can say about some other diplomats!" He smirked, thinking of Count von Wintersberg, and watched his father, who in turn had been watching Philip's expression. 
 
    Reading his mind, Hannes commented, “Of course, there are always those who consider what is actually their duty a burden and are not as nice as others, may they be Prussians or Austrians.”               
 
    “What luck!” Philip told him. “Just think, they both offered to pass on any messages or letters I might want to forward to Victoria von Wintersberg, and left no doubt that they are friends of Victoria and her mother!” 
 
    “How very convenient for you, and how kind of them! But what are you planning to do now, Philip?” 
 
    “I’ll wait for her return!” he said, with a little more self-assurance than Hannes had seen on him in the past few days. “And I left word for her that I would be waiting for her at Prachers daily. I have a feeling that the Kronthalers will arrange a little rendezvous for Victoria and me. No doubt they are quite well informed of her father’s opposition!” 
 
    “And if all goes well, Philip? Have you thought about any commitment?” 
 
    “Ever since I had the good fortune to meet Victoria! I never told you that, but I told Papa on his deathbed and I do hope he heard me! It’s been a year, now, that I have thought of it and I do wish that I would have had the courage to have told you and Papa about it earlier. But I am sure. Yes, I am sure that I am very much in love with Victoria!” 
 
    “It’s not necessarily enough to be in love with someone beautiful to spend a whole life with them. I have known people who, after years of marriage, have become extremely disappointed and disillusioned. To be very candid with you, I am a bit afraid that you may have developed an obsession concerning a girl who, in your opinion, is very beautiful and very different from all your previous acquaintances. And this presents a new challenge to you. What if you have a fight ahead of you in order to achieve your goal? Quite exciting at the moment, I’m sure. But what we, especially your poor mother, are most distressed about is—” Hannes’ voice sounded strained and worried. “What type of a social life will a marriage with the daughter of a Prussian Count present for you? How many of your friends will you be able to keep? People who have known our late Papa will question not only yours, but our good judgment, if not our sanity! A Reinhardt and a Prussian? Have you thought about being excluded from most parties? I know they mean a lot to you, or at least they have in the past. You must think about later on. In time, you might get bored and start to live with bitter regret! And what about the girl who would have to bear your bad moods?” Hannes sighed. “Are you going back to your old, independent ways?” 
 
    “You may not believe me, Father, but I am a lot more worried about having a family life, and that includes children, and everything entailed by it. A lot more than a social life! To be sure, this so-called social life has mostly served me as a substitute and a refuge from my actual loneliness. I believe in the past, you yourself have said this much also! And what of it? There are only two or three powerful titular cliques in Vienna, aside, of course, from those that belong to the court. And who would care to belong to this useless nobility anyhow? Names and fortunes only, otherwise they represent nothing!” He paused. “Lillian and Kurt are actually the only real noble family I can think of at the moment! 
 
    “I’m glad you added this, Philip.” 
 
    “I really do love them and their way of life! Horses and farm life. You know how much Lillian and Kurt mean to me!” he replied sincerely. “And there is also yours and mother's circle of friends that busy themselves in medicine, science, or philanthropy, immeasurably more noble than all of Vienna’s formal nobility!” Raising his eyebrows, he smirked sarcastically. 
 
    After a slight pause, giving Hannes time to digest all the outpour, Philip continued anew. “Be this all as it may, there is also another younger, ‘future set’ on the horizon, which I am proud to be a part of. We are quite industrious and civic minded, as well as generous, and are trying to bring about better working conditions and a new infrastructure to this city. We are really trying to continue what Mayor Lueger, Grandfather, Uncle Robert, and so many others have started. Observing their progressive endeavors and ideas have so changed my life! I shall always be grateful! Believe me, it’s not because of Victoria being German that I have indeed become less prejudice of foreigners coming into Vienna at a fast pace. Most of them are very honest and motivated and just seeking to work here. There is only so much one can do!” 
 
    “Philip! How can you say that? Austria is the most nondiscriminatory monarchy in Europe! Frankly speaking, it’s not a nation like any other. Just consider the diversity of it’s over fifty million inhabitants.” 
 
    “Mostly subjects, Father.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, only one-fifth speaks German! The others speak Hungarian and all of the other Slavic languages, not to mention the Italians. One could go on and on.” 
 
    “And stop when it comes to the Prussians?” 
 
    “Well, if one thinks about it, isn’t it quite justified? However, come to think of it, over the past thirty years we have been left in peace,” Hannes corrected himself. 
 
    “Twenty-nine, Father, almost to the day! Contrary to all your previous statements, might there be a chance for me to live happily ever after, even with a Prussian in the family?” Philip asked, a bit more relieved, seeing his father soften on the subject. 
 
    “That, my son, will depend on the young lady herself. And for the sake of both of you, I hope you succeed.” 
 
    “Then I can only say to you, as I had to grandfather, ‘if only you could meet her, you’d approve’!” 
 
    Hannes shrugged, but more encouragingly than not, and looked to get his coat and satchel, ready to leave for home and face Verena again. But Philip was, by far, not ready to let him go. “May I also tell you of my immediate intentions, Father?” 
 
    “But of course, you should. But let’s talk while you accompany me on my walk home.” 
 
    “Maybe I will be coming home soon, but only after I have apologized to Mother via letter. I’m afraid I have hurt her badly and she might not be ready to see me as of yet. For now, let’s just take a little detour.” 
 
    “I hope it has taught you never to speak in anger or haste. And you should also remember that this is also a good prescription for a good marriage!” Hannes emphasized, closing the door to his office. “Now let me hear about your plans, son.” 
 
    “As the six-month mourning period will be over by October, I thought I’d like to get married at that time, providing that I can convince Victoria. We could then go on an extended honeymoon. Perhaps to the South of Italy, France, and Switzerland. She has an affinity for skating, and I’m told the St. Moritz skating rinks are the finest to be found.” 
 
    “You really have made plans, haven’t you?” Hannes asked, amused by the display of his son’s élan. 
 
    He, however, could not be stopped now. “And on the business side of my plan, right after Easter, I’ll give that good for nothing Auersbach clan one year of notice to finally move out of Grandfather’s and Louise’s dream house on the marketplace. It’s in dire need of repair, and not only are they never taking care of anything going wrong there, but they are also constantly late on the rent! I suppose Grandfather let them stay there in memory of his friend George, but it seems that none of his descendants are ever going to be able to live up to him, squandering all his money and constantly fighting their infantile duels! I have absolutely nothing in common with them and there are plenty of other Auersbachs around to choose from.” 
 
    “Neither do we, Philip. I am glad that you have the Rombergs and Wilands for your friends. They surely are worthy and hard-working citizens. And how happy we can be to continue our and their forefather’s friendships!”  Hannes hugged his son in parting when they arrived at the crossing, where each went on his own way. 
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    Manfred von Wintersberg, with his expressionless face, could have fooled anyone, but he was actually counting the days of his wife and daughter’s return. After they had arrived, he went out of his way to be as kind and considerate as possible, carefully avoiding any questions concerning Oscar's re-burial or any details thereto, remembering Consul Kronthaler’s warning that, “every individual reacts differently to the death of a loved one and that only time is the great healer.” 
 
    Lotte and Victoria, however, did not rely on time to heal their wounds, and he had to once more accommodate the tremendous change in both of them. It seemed to him that they both had become even more headstrong, which certainly was not to his liking. Victoria was still not speaking to him and stayed in her room from the minute he set foot in the house. Lotte barely acknowledged his presence and busied herself in shuffling through pages of journals she had apparently brought back from Berlin. The atmosphere was, therefore, very tense and it was certainly not made easy for him to start a conversation. He cleared his throat several times before he finally gulped, “I’ve decided to buy a new piano for Victoria. A Bösendorfer! The best craftsmanship Austria has to offer! I read an advertisement and went right out to see about it. It’s very beautiful!” he finished with pride. 
 
    Lotte only shrugged indifferently and he rasped again, “Some gentleman had ordered it for his ailing wife, but since it takes over a year to be finished, his wife has died in the meantime and never even saw it. It arrived two months too late!” He tried very hard to put feeling into his voice. 
 
    “I’m sure Victoria is quite satisfied with the present one.” 
 
    “But the child was always so eager to have a Bösendorfer!” 
 
    Lotte could not ignore him any longer and said intently, “Since when have you started caring what anyone of us has ever wanted? Our whole, miserable life has always consisted of only pleasing you!” 
 
    He cringed as though a whip had struck him, but soon regained his composure and replied very calmly. “This is the way that it is supposed to be! You knew that when you took my name, it would make you my property. You just have to read the Bible!” he smirked. 
 
    “I don’t have to again! I have never believed what is written in that book! God to me means love! Not cruelty, Manfred!” 
 
    His fury suddenly mounted as his face turned an almost purplish red. If ever in his life he had been something other than a Prussian officer, then it was a Prussian Lutheran. It had always been a toss-up. Being a diplomat was only a profession that provided him with the more pleasant commodities in life and a standing in society, which did not mean that he had ever been diplomatic or would aspire to be so. 
 
    “Quiet, Lotte!” he screamed. “I have always known, and should have today also, that it never pays to be kind! And the fool that I am, I had thought about a few great ideas before we would leave for Spain!” 
 
    She interrupted his tirade and gave him some of her own. “Victoria has just returned from Berlin, having to transfer Oscar from the poor man’s cemetery to our family’s grave-side. I am still very upset and so is our daughter! Have you no feelings, no remorse? Where in God’s name is your decency?” 
 
    “I’ll let your verbal abuse go for today and mark it up to your present state of mind. But tomorrow, we shall all sit down and it will be I who is doing the talking again. I am not about to let women rule my life; in this case my wife and daughter! Ha! I am still the provider in this family, and a good one at that! Is there anything amiss in this house? Look around and tell me what we don’t have!” He was well on his way to becoming his old self again, all good intentions thrown to the wind. 
 
    “Nothing has changed!” Lotte thought, and got up and left the room. It was just exactly as she had expected it to be, only this time, it didn’t make any difference. She no longer had to depend on him as she had to so many times before. The visit to Berlin, sad and tragic as it was, had also proved to be a blessing in disguise. Upon her arrival, Lotte had gone to see her oldest brother to have him agree to bury Oscar in the family grave. Although she had not seen Friedrich for quite some time, she had always kept in close touch. And her consoling letters during his late wife’s illness had been a great comfort to him and had brought them even closer. Upon hearing, dumbfounded, of Manfred’s cruel decision to put his only son in a pauper’s grave, he felt that a real intimate brother to sister talk was long overdue. The fact that he had never really liked Manfred was secondary. First, he had to be concerned with his sister and niece’s welfare. He had not only provided them with a considerable amount of money, but also offered them an unlimited stay at his estate, which he, as the eldest of the family, had inherited, and had made it sound as if they would be doing him some kindness. 
 
    “My household is in dire need of a mistress! Having been a widower for the past five years has not left me with much vigor. Sometimes I feel as if it’s not even worth it to get up in the mornings. But when I hear the servants squabbling, I know that I must force myself to make an appearance in order to settle their differences.” With a lump in his throat, he continued. “It’s not as if I could call on any of my children, with all of them living too far away and their less than frequent visits. I don’t know why they all had to move to the city, but I guess they preferred it. It was not easy to accept, Lotte! So, if you feel that things are not going to get better for you in Vienna, I would welcome both of you with open arms. I am a very lonely man!” 
 
    Just to know that they had this offer had given them immeasurable strength, and the assurance that if it should become necessary, they would not be at the mercy of Manfred von Wintersberg any longer. She had, therefore, not held back with her anger and it was now time for Manfred to be challenged by their newly acquired security. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    The next day, von Wintersberg unexpectedly let the maid have the day off, which was welcome opportunity for Lotte to send a letter to Irma Kronthaler. It had been an ongoing practice since Lotte and Irma had become friends. Lotte, in her letter, invited Irma to the café Pracher for a chat, mentioning that family concerns would be the subject. Victoria also had included a short note to Philip in which she noncommittally replied to his former letter, agreeing to have a few words with him. She had, on purpose, held the note very reserved and gave away nothing, to make sure he was aware she would not be easy prey for him. If Philip had expected a more spontaneous answer to his letters and telegrams, he might be slightly disappointed. 
 
    Arriving at the dinner table on time, as usual, his monocle in place and his pocket watch in hand, so as to be able to correct any tardiness, the Count solemnly awaited both ladies. He did not feel at all at ease taking a seat between his wife and daughter, both of them only slightly giving him a nod before reciting a short prayer. They all ate silently. Martha, who was well on her way to the Kronthalers, had left a casserole dish on the table, but none seemed to be eager to eat. Finally, Manfred stated pontifically, “I have an important list in front of me.” He cleared his throat nervously and continued. “With all the many interruptions lately, I haven’t been able to say half of what I intended. As of right now, I will not be tolerating any remarks unless I ask for them. And any type of denial on your parts is out of the question!” he said scornfully, glancing at Lotte in particular. 
 
    “As I have already said yesterday, we are going to be leaving for Madrid. I am sure your mother has related the good news to you, Victoria. But before our departure, I thought it an excellent idea to enjoy ourselves at the health spa in Baden-Baden. You might find the tennis courts in better shape! As with everything else in this town, Vienna’s are in deplorable condition!” He might as well have spoken to marble statues, which would possibly have given him more of a reaction by tipping over. “In your absence, I have also taken the initiative to check the background of some suitors for you, Victoria! There are quite a few who are constantly inquiring about you. And I am talking about refined Germans in our Corps of Diplomats!” he declared proudly. “I’m quite fearful that once in Spain, you might encounter all of these rumored Romeos and Don Juans. You are, after all, very beautiful!” he soothed, again clearing his throat, pride welling up. 
 
    “Aha! Now he wants to get rid of me!” Victoria thought, but she did not utter a word. She soon found her suspicions confirmed as he continued. 
 
    “One must take into account that you are twenty-five years of age. At that age, most ladies are already married with a family of their own!” Again, he looked from one to the other, hoping for some kind of favorable response. But again, there was none. “You’d better say something!” He frowned, irritated. “I am not accustomed to being ignored in my position as a diplomat and I won’t stand for it here!” 
 
    “We are only following your orders!” Lotte said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Oh, pardon me! I am not used to that at all!” he replied in annoyance, convinced she was bantering with him.  
 
    “Well then, Manfred, if you insist! Victoria and I are not going to Spain,” she said calmly but firmly. 
 
    His face tensed up and it took on the appearance of a distorted mask. “Would you repeat that, Lotte?” 
 
    “With pleasure! We are not going with you. Anywhere. Now that you have eliminated Oscar from your life, you are setting your goals on Victoria and soon it will be my turn. And regardless of what you might believe, we are not your property! By or through marriage, or whatever you want to call our togetherness, this union had started to crumble years ago, and with Oscar's death, it has finally fallen totally to the ground!” 
 
    “That syphilis-ridden pimp, whose latter years revolved only around harlots? He’s bringing our marriage down? You don’t know what you’re saying, Lotte! We had a good marriage!” he screamed in an unbelieving and shrill voice, searching nervously for his cane. “I have always been a happy man!” 
 
    They both laughed with mirth, and Lotte replied coldly. “You were a happy man! Oh yes! But what about our poor son who had not known one single day of happiness in his life? Forget Victoria and me! If ever anything good came out of our constant sufferings, it is that it made us strong. I am convinced that Victoria and I shall be able to handle anything alone!” Having said that, Lotte arose, motioning for Victoria to follow her. 
 
    Manfred’s head was spinning in full circles. He was still struggling to get to his feet. Usually, there was always someone nearby to assist him, but both women had already left and probably wouldn’t have helped him had they been about. He became suddenly aware of the fact that life as it had been would never be the same for him again. He was unable to achieve a picture of the woman he had been married to for twenty-seven years! “Totally unrecognizable!” he thought, again trying to get up, only to fall back into his chair. He finally pulled himself up and realized that he had to come to terms with his lot. 
 
    The prospect of a transfer to Madrid became unrealistic at present and with no alternative at hand to his dilemma, he saw himself forced to turn down the much-wanted change. One was practically required to have a wife, at least at his position. It was mostly only for show, but nonetheless required. No wife, no guarantee for promotion. A separation was, therefore, unacceptable! A divorce, out of the question! He envisioned Ambassador von Ritter and there were the Kronthalers! Although better friends of Lotte and Victoria, the Consul was nevertheless his superior and outranking him. Oscar's face was presently swimming in front of him; a boy he had despised from early childhood on, just because he had shown a strong artistic inclination and just as strongly loathed the military. The first von Wintersberg ever to do so! 
 
    He was still holding onto the table and started swaying, taking an unsure step after another towards Victoria’s room. The door was open. Like a plea for mercy, he stuttered in a broken voice, “Whatever I have done or did not do, was always for the good of all of you!” 
 
    She jumped up and finally decided to speak her peace for the first time on behalf of the family and especially in behalf of Oscar. “No, you did not, Father! You only did what was best for you and the name of von Wintersberg!” Before being able to continue, she felt a hard jolt to her face. 
 
    Her father’s bad temper had, as often before, gotten the best of him. Victoria’s daring and rebellious expression of hatred had once again let Oscar’s face appear in front of him. But realizing too late that it was not his son that had spoken to him, he stared bewildered at his obviously trembling hand in disbelief, turning it upside down, not wanting to take responsibility for what had taken place. He had never before struck Victoria, no matter how infuriated he had been. 
 
    Lotte came in, and seeing her daughter holding her small hand to her burning face, who apparently was just as incredulous as he, took control immediately, giving Manfred one of her most venomous looks, which she had acquired through the many years of bitter experience. There was an icy silence, except for the little white canary which was singing his heart out, probably celebrating that the family was back to normal again, after having missed the usual turmoil and noise of the quarrels during the last few weeks. 
 
    Still looking at his hand in a most peculiar way, Manfred was discovering something new. Moments before his aggression, life had not been running exactly to his liking, but now it was completely over. There was no longer any sense in asking to be forgiven, besides the fact that he wouldn’t even know how to go about it. There was no other choice for him but to leave the room, watching his wife and daughter in a tight embrace, hearing Lotte’s clear and loud statement, “We are leaving this crazy man! The sooner the better, for both of us!” 
 
    Victoria only nodded, still stunned, managing a small smile, her red cheek already swollen. Her thoughts, however, were, as they had been so often, on Philip. If only she were able to forget him! A new life in Berlin had been offered at Uncle Friedrich’s estate, and the possibility to find the right suitor there would surely present itself! “On the other hand,” she mused, “my father’s present dilemma might just make him falter and consent to anything, possibly even to leave me in Vienna to marry Philip Reinhardt!” 
 
    “I must talk to Philip, if only for a moment! I believe I owe him that much.”  
 
    “Of course, dear child. But you will want to wait until the swelling has gone down. Come, let me put a cold compress on it.” 
 
    “Yes, Mama. Of course, I will wait.” 
 
    “But I, myself, must talk to the Kronthalers as early as possible. They have to know of our plans.” 
 
    He had heard enough and started with a wobbling gait towards his own room. It was a combination of library and lounge, where he would have his after-dinner drink and smoke, or a nap on the comfortable old leather sofa. He stood there now, looking intently at a photograph in a heavy silver frame that bore the images of his austere-looking, middle-aged parents who were long gone now. They were staring back at him unrelentingly, and for the first time, it occurred to him how well they matched his sparsely furnished room. The furniture belonged to the German Embassy, just as everything else in the house. 
 
    The place itself was a charming Viennese apartment house with all the lovely, ornamental work one would find in just about any of the finer Viennese homes. It had a lovely view of the city, which to Manfred was of no meaning, it being an eyesore ever since he had been transferred here. He kept his windows closed most of the time since the noise of the Ringstraβe did not make him very happy. He looked at the two paintings of Lotte and Victoria which had been given to him as a birthday present a couple years past, and which were meant to make him happy. And now, for a few short moments, their images almost succeeded. A picture of Oscar could not be found here since he had obstinately refused to ever have a picture taken of himself in uniform, and Manfred would not have accepted it any other way. A Count von Wintersberg would always wear a uniform, or not be worthy of the family name. 
 
    He tried to steady himself to get a bit more comfortable and thought that soon he would have to go back to his office. He glanced, once again, over to his parent's picture, which, against his will, kept him staring and seeing visions of his father as he had been when he was alive. An assortment of memories swam in front of his still unbalanced head. His tall, unforgiving father now became even more visible to him. He was every inch a Count! Even without monocle, pipe, and horsewhip. “He had made sure that his large household was coordinated to perfection and his wishes, always in the habit of giving unsolicited advice,” Manfred mused. He could still hear his command, “Manfred! Always be prepared to stand up, and if necessary, to die for your country and principles. Never bend or you’ll live like a serf! There’s neither glory nor honor in being one. The way my family always saw it, it’s a step below a dog! And the same is true for women. Once you marry them, you own them. Never even think of giving in to them or they’ll make you their slave! There’s no honor in being a slave either. History has taught us that much! Use the whip when necessary! Just like the good book says, ‘Don’t spare the rod!’” 
 
    Manfred banged his head, trying to get rid of the screams of loud voices, coming always closer, and he could finally make out that they were the cries of his three sisters who were frantically looking for a place to hide, his father calling them one by one to get their daily thrashing. Manfred was always the last one to be called, when his unprovoked anger had already subsided. His poor, helpless mother looked on and was not even allowed to cry for them. His thoughts were swirling like crazy and he again looked at his hand, still seeing Lotte’s and Victoria’s bewildered faces, her face changing into Oscar's as he had seen him at the hospital, and at the same time having the delusion that his son had recognized him in the last hours of his life, and then again hearing the physician telling him, “Count von Wintersberg, your son has lost his will to live. It’s an important factor in getting well again!” This was the phrase that had been on his mind all the way from Berlin to Vienna. Now the shouting and screaming around him became so unbearable that he could not take it any longer, convinced that Oscar was already haunting him. “Purgatory! I am experiencing it already!” He opened his desk drawer, confused, gazing at the pistol it hid, as the old grandfather clock struck two, a daily reminder to get back to work; or rather, to perform his duty as a German. 
 
    He did not recall how he got to the Embassy, but he suddenly heard an aide announce, “His Excellency would like to see you, Count von Wintersberg!” Manfred followed wordlessly. 
 
    “I’m looking under this pile of papers which urgently requires your signature,” the Ambassador muttered, nervously rummaging through a stack of papers. “Take a seat Count von Wintersberg!” he instructed gently. Seeing no response, he looked up. “My Lord! What happened to you?” he confronted the ashen-faced man, who was staring unseeingly and motionless before him. 
 
    As the Ambassador came over to take a closer look at him, and as Manfred finally recognized him, his teeth started to rattle and his body shook, all the while wanting to tell the Ambassador that Lotte and Victoria refused to go to Spain, but his voice would not come out and he was unable to form the words. Seeing Manfred’s eyes protruding, again viewing his right hand harshly, the now fearful Ambassador rang for his aide who stated dryly, “He’s snapped! He needs a doctor before he goes berserk! I don’t trust this man!” 
 
    “Get me Consul Kronthaler! It must be a delayed reaction to his son’s death.” 
 
    “The Vice-Consul needs a doctor and he needs one fast!” Kronthaler repeated the aide’s suggestion. 
 
    “First, let’s think about it. His reputation, his dignity and that of the Embassy are at stake! If not him, it has to be protected at any cost! Even if the most trivial incident reaches the paper You realize that I am responsible for every German in this country!” the Ambassador boasted, looking importantly at the increasingly growing assembled staff around him. 
 
    “The Samaritan Hospital is the nearest to reach,” one of the aides ventured to suggest. “It’s run by nuns and a staff of caring Catholic doctors.” 
 
    The Ambassador smiled. “The word Samaritan reminds me of poverty.” 
 
    “Maria Theresa Hospital has a special wing and excellent doctors, well versed in nervous disorders, and it’s not too far from here,” Consul Kronthaler advised, looking around for better suggestions. 
 
    “Alright, that sounds better. Get my coat!” the Ambassador commanded. “In a case like this, I will have to personally involve myself. Watch the Count, and keep him from falling! All the poor man needs is some rest,” he repeated to Kronthaler. “You and your wife go to see the Countess and break this unforeseen tragedy as gently as possible. Tell her that I am taking care of things personally, that everything will be alright. Why such calamities always happen to perfectly harmonious couples is beyond me!” he uttered before leaving. 
 
    Kronthaler just nodded, repulsed by the sight of both men. He walked away, preparing to see Lotte and Victoria, but not before conferring with his wife. 
 
    “We’ll need at least two more men.” The coachman, who was returning with one of the aides, looked at von Wintersberg, still in a frozen position. 
 
    “Alright, let’s all give our Vice Consul a hand!” von Ritter requested, returning to his inner office and lighting a cigar, watching from the window as Manfred was carried off like a sack of flour and dumped into an open coach. His aides returned, exchanging animated gestures and chuckles. 
 
    It was clear that Count Manfred von Wintersberg would never be able to brag or boast that anyone in this world had cared for him, and it had only taken a whole lifetime to achieve that. 
 
    Lotte did not show the slightest indication of being upset or sadly affected when Kronthaler and his wife Irma, who had rushed to her side, told her what had happened. It probably would not have made any impression on her had they told her that her husband had dropped dead. She just asked them to make themselves comfortable while she fetched her daughter. 
 
    “Why don’t you take the compress off your face, Victoria, so our friends can appreciate what your father is capable of doing,” she said with a deep sigh. “With Oscar out of his way, we might just be his next victims.”  
 
    The Kronthalers were appalled, and at first, they were completely petrified. When he finally got his speech back, the Consul said, “You can see how shocked we are! Can we now hear what has been going on here?” 
 
    “I am finally ready to talk openly to you about the years of enduring his cruelty, him fully aware that we had no way out and nowhere to go.” Lotte gave an account of most of their unhappy lives under the Count’s whip and also told them of the newly developed situation that they had finally seen as their way out, and what had finally ensued that afternoon. Even though they had always known that Manfred von Wintersberg had been an odd and peculiar man, both Kronthalers were only able to shake their heads incredulously over what they had learned. 
 
    “With your permission, I would like to inform the Ambassador. I feel, and I’m sure Irma is with me on this, that he should know about this in order to act on it.” 
 
    “I’ll leave that up to you entirely. To us, it doesn’t matter anymore. As I told you before, my brother would only be too happy to welcome us into his household.” 
 
    “We are so very happy for you, although it is rather sad to see you leave. We shall miss you terribly! Our very best friends!” the Consul said, nervously searching for his wife’s hand. 
 
    “Oh! In all of this excitement, I almost forget to give you Philip Reinhardt’s letter, Victoria.” Irma opened her purse to fetch the letter, asking with concern in her voice, “Whatever are we going to tell this nice, persistent young man?” 
 
    “Mother and I have already talked about it. As soon as this swelling has subsided, I shall try to see him. The way matters stand at the moment, I am planning to go back to Berlin with mother. The more I think about it, this is probably the best service I will be doing for myself. I feel he’s just a bit too handsome and too rich for his own benefit, and I might, because of this, never be the only one for him.” 
 
    Irma Kronthaler reached over, smiling, and patted her hand. “If I know men, this young one, regardless of good looks or riches, has never entertained any intentions of letting you slip through his fingers. And now that your father will not be able to intervene, who knows what good things will come your way!” 
 
    “If only this were the only problem I had to worry about,” Victoria sighed. “There is also the opposition of his mother. He wrote me a lengthy letter in which he candidly explained all of the problems he himself was confronted with. I thought it very forthright and honest of him, considering that he did not really owe me any explanation as of yet,” Victoria voiced very carefully. 
 
    “Well, I’ve gotten to know him very well, and I can only tell you that he’s very much his own man and very capable of making his own decisions. What’s more is that he’s trying to amend his relationship with his family and is already back on good terms with his father! As far as his mother is concerned—” She smiled, pointing at Ernst Kronthaler. “His mother still does not like me very much! But then, one does not marry the mother!” Irma laughed quietly. Being a former diplomat’s daughter, and presently being the wife of one, she was in a position to be a matchmaker without ever being faulted for it by anyone. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Manfred, still shaken, but otherwise aware of his predicament as well as his surroundings, had not lost his anger. If he had thought before that he was experiencing purgatory, he became more and more conscious of momentarily landing in hell. Even though he had been in a frozen state of stupor, nothing had escaped his consciousness from the time he had been thrown into that coach to be transported so thoughtlessly to this God forsaken place, which he was now trying to get away from. He was therefore very compliant, however harboring a great hate for the Ambassador whom he would never forgive for acting so heartlessly towards him. He had resolved to resign his position as soon as he was released, again being sane enough to realize that there was no other choice for him anyhow. “A mad Vice-Consul is not really something that any Embassy would strive to have, even in the most far-removed country!” he considered, observing three feisty old nuns reciting their continuous prayers, while their two half-drunk aides who were standing nearby were swearing shamelessly in their abhorrent Austrian dialect. 
 
    The nuns were now proceeding to undress him on a long wooden table, the assistant doubtless waiting to take over from there on. His assumption was right. They carried him over to a half-filled wooden tub to which iron cuffs had been attached to serve as a warning to troublemakers. Since he was not the only one to be inserted into the tub, they sat him in a squeaky wheeled chair and covered his nakedness with a towel, which, from the dirty condition that it was in, had probably been used on quite a few others before him. The place was badly heated, and he was freezing and shivering. 
 
    “If you scream,” one of them forewarned him sternly. “we’ll put those handcuffs on you. And if that is not enough,” He clanged threateningly with a chain. “we have this to keep you quiet.” They all smirked oddly through their rotten teeth. Knowing that they were not playing any games, he took every word seriously and nodded obediently in agreement. 
 
    “The cold water will relax you,” a nun passing by promised. “It’ll only take an hour.” 
 
    After this seemingly everlasting ordeal, his next shock was nearing in the form of an old, bearded, Jewish doctor who introduced himself as Dr. Finkelstein, and who was helping the nuns in drying off his quivering body, and in their endeavor to steady him on his one leg. 
 
    “I’ve just come back out of my retirement!” the doctor announced with relish in his voice. “I’ve found that I’d rather be in the hospital than anywhere else. Or, to put it more appropriately, I enjoy helping people in need more than anything else in the world.” 
 
    After taking one look at him, Manfred felt that with this, the end was near for certain. His family’s strict Prussian upbringing came to mind. “Jews are bloodthirsty hounds that have always been after us God-fearing Christians to kill us. Read the bible, son!” his father had always emphasized, and he had always made sure that he understood this, constantly testing his knowledge on it. The von Wintersberg teachings were clear that there was not one decent Jew in this world. And now he was at the total mercy of one! 
 
    “In case I haven’t introduced myself before, I am Jakob Finkelstein,” the doctor murmured through his beard again, carefully reading through the temporary medical chart that had been given to him, the data having come from the Ambassador. “I see here that you are Count Manfred von Wintersberg! A diplomat! Born in Berlin….married.” He stopped instantaneously, with an astounded sigh. “You had two children, and just lost your son! Now I understand the reason for your being here. But you are still a very lucky man. You still have your wife and daughter. All I have left is a little dog.” 
 
    “And all I have is a little canary!” Manfred thought, only to be interrupted by the doctor’s next question. “When did you lose your leg, Count von Wintersberg?” Manfred’s teeth began to clatter anew as he tried to speak. “Nevermind.” The doctor smiled kindly. “I’ll soon have a bed ready for you, and then I will give you a nice strong sleeping potion. You certainly could use a long, relaxing rest. After that, you’ll feel much better. We’ll have our little talk then.” 
 
    Manfred doubted his prediction, but was only too glad to receive something to let him sleep and forget. Still staring at his erect hand, he was wheeled into a large and noisy room which held countless men who were clanging their chains and stomping on them. He realized then that this was not imaginary. This was terrifyingly real. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    26 
 
    The two proprietors of the old and new Pracher coffeehouses would never boast of having the greatest coffeehouses in Vienna. The two brothers, Theo and Wily Pracher, had long realized that the true prestige belonged to their friendly rivals The Sacher and the Café Demel, which had been well-established a long time ago. While the Sacher was most famous for their torte, the Café Demel was mostly known for their great selection of chocolates and truffles. Both of the cafes owed their fame to the fact that they were honored to be the suppliers to the Court of Vienna. They were, therefore, frequented by most of Austria’s nobility. 
 
    The Pracher, however, had its own charm, and its visitors enjoyed and adored its snug and cozy atmosphere and the warmth and sincerity in which its visitors were welcomed without regard to social standing, profession, or connections with the house of Habsburg. If their pockets were not full enough to order a mere cup of delicious coffee, they were still offered the chance to read the newspapers and enjoy the atmosphere. Its owner's policies had always been to treat everyone with esteem and on a completely equal basis. The result was that a wide variety of renowned and also lesser known artists and intellectuals referred to the Pracher as their very own Café house. 
 
    For these obvious reasons, it was also frequented by the Reinhardts and the Esslers, and therefore, also by Philip Reinhardt. Every afternoon, he could be found sitting alone or with friends in one of their plush, velvet-colored seats in a booth, enjoying either just being there and watching the abundance of beautiful girls strolling by, or just having a good conversation. All that had, by now, changed drastically. For more than three weeks, Philip would sit there, staring blankly out through one of the large windows, always hoping to see Victoria strolling towards him. 
 
    She had indeed promised him via letter that she would see him as soon as possible, but had not sent a note since to negate her intentions. Irma Kronthaler had informed him of her father’s unexpected nervous breakdown, as well as her mother’s plan to return permanently to Berlin. The only encouraging news was that Victoria was intending to finish her last term in school, and that she, along with her maid Martha, would be staying with the Kronthalers until the time came for them to join her mother in Berlin. 
 
    “God forbid!” he thought, once again distressed and ordering more coffee and pastries. Hadn’t he and Aunt Lillian already planned the wedding down to the last detail just to avoid any possible embarrassment? Had all this now been for naught? He was still pondering this thought when the waiter reappeared with his order. Philip glanced habitually out the window, and was surprised to see two elegant ladies crossing the boulevard. His heart started to jump as he recognized one of them to be Victoria. He would have been able to pick her out of any great crowd, even though today she was wearing a high-necked, black dress, topping off her mourning clothes with a black, wide-brimmed, veiled hat that had no doubt come from the house of Chanél or Rubinstein, the only fashion houses that had not too long ago made their entrance into Berlin and Vienna’s high society’s salons. Irma Kronthaler, obviously the other, appeared in her new attire, an unmistakably Paris creation. 
 
    The ever-present doorman opened the door with a deep and courteous bow to the ladies. Philip got up hastily, striding towards them with a relieved and joyful smile, greeting them in his polished manner, and expeditiously but respectfully half-asking, “I’ve almost resigned myself already to have to wait for another year Miss von Wintersberg. Thank you very much, Mrs. Kronthaler, for saving me from having this dire prediction come to pass.” 
 
    Both ladies smiled at him, each for their own reasons, but it was Victoria who said, “It seems that way, Mr. Reinhardt.” 
 
    Irma exchanged a few polite phrases and then excused herself, claiming that she had discovered an acquaintance outside that she hadn’t seen in days, well knowing how eager both of them must have been to finally have a private conversation. She waved to them through the window, which Philip had a permanent viewing of lately, hoping that everything would be working out to the best for them. She somehow felt that Victoria and Philip should be together. And with Victoria’s father safely tucked away at the hospital, they would finally be able to learn more about each other, and eventually he would take her home as his bride. 
 
    “What may I order for you? I have a thousand questions all well sorted in my mind, some more pressing than others,” he stated carefully. “I’ve had so much time to think about them lately. Why don’t I ask you first how you’ve been? Which is possibly the most absurd question I could ask at the moment.” 
 
    “It would be just as absurd for me to answer that I have been well and all right.” She smiled her sweet smile, taking off her hat. 
 
    He realized that this was his first chance to admire her flawless beauty in broad daylight. Although it didn’t surprise him, he was still happy to notice that her beauty, in contrast to other girls he had known, did not depend on rouge and powder, or all of the little beauty aids and jewelry. She was just beautiful! Even in her very simply cut and adorned black muslin dress. 
 
    “I have very anxiously awaited hearing from you,” he repeated uneasily, once again being at a loss for words, and fearful that he would not be able to say what was really in his heart. 
 
    She answered him simply and with a warm smile. “So have I. The Kronthalers have grown to be very fond of you, I understand.” Her smile turned into a small, sheepish laugh. 
 
    “Ah, yes! And their esteem is requited. You must consider yourself very lucky to call them your friends. I surely would! They certainly were my only hope to ever see you again.” 
 
    Victoria had become more relaxed and started to tell him about the reason for their unforeseen journey to Berlin, however, carefully avoiding any of the less pleasant details. She told him of her uncle’s generous invitation and that her mother would possibly take him up on his proposal in the near future. “We have decided that I will finish school here and then follow Mother to Berlin after my graduation. In the meantime, I shall reside with the Kronthalers and so will Martha, our maid.” She hoped secretly not to have discouraged him with what she had just told him, not completely convinced that this was what she really wanted to do. She also explained that because of her father’s completely irrational behavior and his final total nervous breakdown, she hadn’t been able to meet him any sooner. “Besides all this, before he broke down, he slapped my face, which would not have been an altogether pretty sight to carry around openly. I just had to wait until the swelling went away,” she finished, seemingly embarrassed by the behavior of her father. 
 
    “I am so sorry you had to go through such a bad time. The Kronthalers have, of course, not disclosed any of this, but have rather led me to believe that you were slightly depressed upon your return from your brother Oscar's graveside.” 
 
    She noticed his extreme discomposure about what he had heard when he said, “I shall talk to my father again immediately upon his return from Salzburg tomorrow. He’s quite influential at the Maria-Theresa hospital. I’m going to ask him to make sure that this monster of a man will never again be able to come near you or your mother.” He was noticeably shaken. “Would you allow me to take you home, Miss von Wintersberg? I would be so pleased to be able to talk to your mother. You would not mind, would you?” 
 
    “But of course not. I’m certain my mother would be very happy to see you again,” she said without committing to anything, though she was elated by his suggestion. 
 
    Once outside the Pracher, he offered her his arm, and this time they walked undisturbed and unhurriedly along Ringstraβe, which by now had become one of Vienna’s favorite landmarks, where people were always taking their little strolls, spending their leisure time window-shopping and relaxing. Victoria was obviously enjoying seeing all this together with him and mentioned, “We are surely very lucky to live in such a gracious era. Mother and I are often wondering how much longer we might be able to enjoy this, and how much longer it will last. Just watching the ladies and gentlemen’s attire, it has never been more elegant and beautiful. Please disregard my present garb!” she smiled. 
 
    “You are very beautiful,” he remarked. “But look at the stores and the cafes...they have never been more crowded!” he laughed. “Yes, I suppose we are living in a very prosperous time.” 
 
    “Yes, especially in Vienna,” Victoria commented cheerfully. And they continued their stroll in complete silence towards her residence, each savoring the moments of togetherness. 
 
    “I have always been enchanted by the month of May, but especially at this moment—” he ventured, breaking the silence. 
 
    Before he had a chance to continue, Victoria stopped suddenly. “This is the Ambassador’s coach! I am certain he is paying Mother a visit. I hope to God, no more unpleasant surprises are in store for us,” she lamented. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry too much. I’ll be right there with both of you,” he soothed. “and I’m not easily intimidated. Not even by an Ambassador!” 
 
    Martha opened the door and led them into the parlor. 
 
    “Haven’t we met somewhere before, young man?” the Ambassador inquired, knowing full well who he was. He bowed slightly in Victoria’s direction, who still had her arm linked into Philip’s. 
 
    “If you mean lately, it was at the Vienna Opera ball, just a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, yes! You brought lovely Victoria to our table and then had to hurry off to go home. I was very sorry to hear later about your grandfather’s death. I should have realized then, but didn’t, how much love and prominence he enjoyed.” 
 
    “He had, as most people, his share of grief. Not all that glitters is gold!” 
 
    “Indeed. Indeed, Mr. Reinhardt. Even our beloved Emperor can tell you that!” he bragged. 
 
    “So would ours!” Philip retaliated self-assuredly. 
 
    “Indeed. No crowns without thorns!” 
 
    Lotte was becoming uneasy, fearing that the Ambassador would start once more into his one-sided history lessons, so she asked Philip and Victoria to kindly take a seat. “His Excellency was so gracious to pay us a visit in regards to my husband. There may be a possible transfer to a German hospital for him.” 
 
    “At the first sign of any improvement, dear Countess,” he corrected. “I felt that you should be completely informed about my decisions. At the moment, the poor man is still not capable of even uttering one coherent word. He’s just continuously staring at this right hand. I shall be meeting with the Professor tomorrow and hope for a frank disclosure and discussion. If possible, I would appreciate meeting with you afterwards. I imagine I will have to be there by eight o’clock in the morning,” he sighed, annoyed at having to change his morning routine. 
 
    “So sorry, Your Excellency. But since you are the only one permitted to see him— If you would tell me the place and time you’d like to see me, I shall be there.” 
 
    “Probably best around ten. I usually take a little coffee break at Huber’s restaurant. Please join me.” With his inbred arrogance and an air of importance, he got up, slightly bowing to the ladies and shaking Philip’s hand, then followed the already waiting maid to the door. 
 
    “An Ambassador never pays a visit unless invited or announcing himself weeks beforehand. Do you sense any urgency, Mother?” Victoria asked, concerned. 
 
    “Possibly. One never is clear about this man’s real thoughts. I have the strong feeling he will force your father into an early retirement. But since I am not concerned, let’s not dwell on it or worry about it. Instead, let’s get comfortable for a chat. Unless, of course, you have other plans, Mr. Reinhardt.” 
 
    “Absolutely none,” he assured her. “I’d like to apologize for the unannounced intrusion, but your daughter’s revelations were very disturbing to me and I wanted to ask you to feel free to let me know whether I could be of any help to you and Miss Victoria,” he offered sincerely. 
 
    “That’s very gracious of you, Mr. Reinhardt, but I believe we shall be quite all right. By tomorrow, I shall know more about our future. However, as of late, it seems that every day presents another unpleasantry to us. Victoria has doubtless told you about my departure for Berlin, which I have now planned for an even earlier date than originally foreseen, and that she along with Martha will be staying with the Kronthalers until July.” 
 
    “I was very happy to hear that Miss von Wintersberg is not going to be leaving quite so suddenly,” he answered with a loving look at Victoria. “And as for the Kronthalers, you might have heard that we have become quite friendly and close. As a matter of fact, they will be at my aunt’s and uncle’s place the day after tomorrow. Hopefully you’ll be able to join us there, and I hope you will not mind if I invite your lovely daughter. She met them already at the ball.” 
 
    “Of course, I don’t mind. And I have heard a lot about the Esslers from Captain Kreibich. Only good of course! He’s so smitten by all of them!” Lotte laughed. “Especially with their horses!” 
 
    “Your Aunt Lillian seems to be a very special lady in every way possible. I am really looking forward to seeing her again. And maybe I’ll be able to persuade Mother to come also.” Victoria smiled. 
 
    When Philip had been assured that there was nothing he was presently able to do for them and that, for the moment, they would be all right, he finally took his leave, promising to call on Victoria and her mother the day after tomorrow to take them to the Esslers. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    If everything had been very sweet and had looked so easy before, now that Philip had left and she sat there alone with her mother, Victoria was not quite so assured. A new confusion started to take hold of her as to what she should really do. She wasn’t at all sure whether she shouldn’t go to Pracher’s and put an end to her inconsistent state of mind. At the same time, she was aware that this was to be a new beginning. She startled her mother when, after a long silence, she declared, “The trouble is, I just love Philip Reinhardt without any reservation! Don’t ask why I feel so strongly about him, Mother. I haven’t quite figured it out myself!” 
 
    Her mother, who, for as long as she could remember her marriage, had been in bondage, warned, “This presents a great danger to you, my child. As I have learned from the past, one should always set some conditions. Unless, of course, one is willing to suffer the consequences. You have a choice. I did not!” 
 
    “How should I go about it, when my heart and my mind are not working in unison? My choices consist of likely being miserable with him or being just as miserable without him! It’s perhaps a bit far-fetched of me to even think that it would, in the end, be something totally serious on his part. So, I might as well be happy at the moment and for as long as it lasts.” 
 
    “Yes,” her mother sighed. “I must agree with you wholeheartedly. Capture every moment of happiness you can get a hold of, Victoria! Whatever will come of it, you and I have had good lessons in dealing with adversity, haven’t we?” Lotte comforted, patting her cheek. 
 
    “Thank you, Mother. I knew I could count on your wisdom and your understanding.” She hugged her mother and gave her a good night kiss. Once in her bedroom, she prayed diligently for God’s help to show her the right way. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Lotte was sitting there aghast, watching the Ambassador, who was obviously enjoying his opulent meal, shoving fork after fork into his incessantly talking mouth, never pausing, explaining to her how much Manfred’s condition had deteriorated and that he felt an impending transfer to a Lutheran hospital in Leipzig would be necessary, as well as his early retirement; with a small pension, of course. 
 
    It was beyond Lotte’s mental capacity. What kind of man is this? She questioned his ethical, moral, and social propriety. How did he ever get into the position of Ambassador with the bad manners he displayed right now? 
 
    But there he was, expertly stressing all the pros and cons of mental health, never even aware of his sometimes-tactless remarks. Now he came up for air again, before continuing pompously. “I could have the poor man resign, but that would mean that neither he nor you, as well as lovely Victoria, would have any income at all. I, of course, have no idea about other resources you might have. My conscience would never allow it, to see you without funds, dear Countess,” he added, his tone odiously patronizing. 
 
    Lotte, not having commented yet, thought cautiously. “He’s got a bit more up his sleeve! Let him continue.” 
 
    “He’s a proud Prussian and would never do anything to dishonor his country. I am so sorry that, when I visited him, he still did not recognize me. He turned his head away from me, dear Countess. Imagine that!” he sighed in dismay. But Lotte, who was not easily fooled, had her own thoughts about that. 
 
    The Ambassador rambled on. “I visited that nauseating place again this morning, as I had promised, and it seems that every time, I’m greeted by a different Jewish doctor. Finkelstein the last time, then Rosenblatt, and today it was Dr. Perlmutter. You may thank our dear Lord that you are not permitted to go there. Those idiots have nothing better on their minds than to secretly make fun of our accent and lifestyle! I’ve seen their grins—even if they are disguised in a benevolence that’s almost sickening, trying to convince me that poor Manfred is in the best of care. It’s possible that they even believe it themselves. But then again, Austria is not just another country. It’s another continent!” he said, letting his hatred show and reminding her of her husband’s own ugly comments. But he couldn’t be stopped now. “Wherever I go, look or find myself in this city, nothing but Jews, beggars, nuns, and the almost grotesque looking priests! And it’s not only the lesser people. There’s also Austria’s so-called nobility! Nothing but degenerates, their crude subjects always following a few steps behind. No decency! Not like in our great Germany!” Without giving Lotte even the slimmest chance to reply, he moved on to his main concern: the ‘lovely Victoria’. In all the years they had known each other, he had never managed to say the one without the other. Later, he added ‘dear Countess’ to his limited vocabulary, and now he had increased to ‘poor Manfred’. 
 
    “Thank God,” he resumed. “she’s a very level-headed and smart young lady, who wouldn’t let the young man— Why do I always forget his name, when one hears so much of it lately?” 
 
    “Philip Reinhardt,” Lotte intervened grandly and self-assuredly. 
 
    “Aah, yes! Lovely Victoria wouldn’t let him get the best of her. Like my own daughter, she has her pride and virtue,” he stated firmly. “Surely she must also have heard of his unflattering reputation! A notorious womanizer! I must grant that the late architect Reinhardt was, despite his hatred towards the Prussians, a very respected man and quite different from most Viennese. I’ve only met him a few times, but had never personally talked with him. Our dislike for each other was apparently mutual, a very arrogant and egocentric man!” 
 
    Lotte felt he gave quite an accurate description of himself, having a few more of his vices in mind. She, however, just asked rather critically, “How can that be? All the newspapers are full of his praise, particularly for his great contributions towards so many, and especially the needy!” 
 
    “The Reinhardts may own the newspapers as well!” he interrupted dryly, and with a hint of with sarcasm, but would not be sidetracked from the real issue and subject at hand. “My daughter tells me he has never dated a girl more than a week or two, not wanting to be labeled as becoming serious with any one of them. And from what I know from a reliable source, there is quite an alarming friction within his own family, because of the lovely Victoria!” He continued then, with emphasis. “Now, she deserves better than that. In any case, how did Captain Kreibich put it? Oh yes! ‘She would just be one more mare in his big stable.’ He, along with us all, is very concerned!” he cackled nervously and devoured the last remaining morsel of bread, smacking with gusto. 
 
    Lotte felt the uneasiness of him and his babbling and she wondered why he would take such a strong stand for her daughter. “Dear Ambassador! Just to pursue a Prussian girl in these hemispheres, I would think, does take a lot of courage and determination. And for the time being, they both seem to enjoy each other’s company and have a lot in common as far as culture is concerned! I, for one, will not interfere with any of my daughter’s friendships. And if this gives her only a few days of happiness, so be it. It will be well worth it!” Lotte got quite heated up and her motherly instincts did not let anyone meddle in her daughter’s affairs. She continued, therefore, just as sharply. “I know my daughter well enough to know that she will be able to deal with whatever pleasant or unpleasant circumstances might arise. This is her chance to find herself in the company of a young and handsome, as well as unpretentious, man! And as you yourself stated so eloquently, ‘a young man of a very prominent family.’” 
 
    “He’s also rich, very rich, dear Countess! Enormously so. Almost sinful, if one considers all the poverty surrounding us,” he stated flatly and with obvious indifference. 
 
    “Oh, Lord!” she thought. “And this from a miser like himself, who never even opens his purse to buy a slice of bread for a hungry soul!” She noticed he was still nervously searching for more to say that would justify the importance of their meeting, so he just prattled on. “It’s a pity, lovely Victoria is not a Viennese or he a German! No doubt that young man sees something in her he has never before encountered. We Prussians are very different from anyone else; frugal and disciplined for one thing! But above all, our enormous pride,” he stated, his chest protruding even more than usual. 
 
    “Pride, Ambassador?” Lotte questioned, irritated, having read his mind in every detail. It was evident that the Kronthalers must have let something slip about her present situations, as well as the Reinhardt’s name and fortune in connection with Victoria, which was making him quite uncomfortable, if not downright jealous. One had to consider that he too had an eligible daughter. “With an almost completely mad husband in a clinic—God only knows for how long—a son shot in a duel over a concubine, and in the forefront a dreary future with a tiny pension, you mean to speak to me of pride?” 
 
    This was not going the way he had aimed and he looked rather confused, not having expected that kind of answer. He felt the meeting had reached its high point and he, therefore, asked if he could take her home in his coach. 
 
    “Thank you, but I believe I’ll stay and order myself a bite to eat now,” she smiled nonchalantly. 
 
    His face took on an embarrassed, reddish color. In all his excitement, he had overlooked that she had been sitting there all this time with nothing more than a glass of water. But, being who he was, he still did not feel the need to apologize. “Coming back to pride, dear Countess,” He now tried to appease her. “to have the strength and ability to overcome all these years of suffering without giving anyone the slightest hint, is all the more reason to be proud! And that is what I was speaking of. That this lies in our Prussian heritage!” 
 
    “Not to overlook the merciless training lessons I took over the past twenty-seven years of marriage! I would not recommend it too highly. Not to anyone!” 
 
    “I was told about your unusual marriage by a mutual friend, who by the way, was just as dumbfounded as I, not to have ever noticed anything. And to think that I had always admired your harmonious family life!” He got up, shaking her hand. “Serve Countess von Wintersberg the very best you have and put it on my tab!” she heard him say on his way out, looking back and waving to her with a saddened look. 
 
    “One goes and the other arrives. Good day, Countess von Wintersberg!” She looked up at Philip, who bowed slightly, asking, “May I sit with you? I presume you are not expecting anyone else.”               
 
    Lotte still looked up at him in surprise. “What . . . how . . . why?” 
 
    “How did I know? I could not help but overhear his invitation last night. So, I waited until I thought he had had enough time to have his second breakfast. And as to the why, I would like to tell you also.” 
 
    “What luck that I did not leave with the Ambassador!” 
 
    “I’ve become an expert in window watching lately and would have noticed.” He grinned widely, exposing his perfect white teeth as he ordered a late breakfast for the two of them. 
 
    “I hope you are not in a terrible rush. At least not for an hour or two!” he pleaded lightheartedly. 
 
    “To tell the truth,” she laughed. “I have more than that since my daughter has gone on an excursion to one of the newly-opened museums.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the Museum of Natural History has finally opened its doors. Some of us thought we’d never see the day.” 
 
    “Alright, Mr. Reinhardt. What is it you would like to do within the next few hours?” 
 
    He hesitated for a moment, but finally took heart and almost blurted out, “I thought we might visit Lambert’s jewelry store as that might be a splendid idea to fill some of the afternoon.” He was looking at her meaningfully. 
 
    “You mean the Lambert’s? The one which serves the House of Habsburg?” 
 
    He laughed. “Well, I suppose they do, but not exclusively! I believe they’ll also take my money and that of anyone who can afford their prices. Of course, they also offer the very best for it, I must admit! And since I am planning to get something very special . . . I am in fact looking to buy a ring for Victoria!” he confided joyfully. “And I need your help in choosing the right color and style.” 
 
    “If you feel you want to make Victoria happy with a little present, why not try to find a brooch? I know she’s been looking for one to brighten up her black dress. She’s refused any of mine, which is understandable,” she smiled, looking at her plain pin. 
 
    “I believe you misunderstood my purpose.” He hesitated again. “I mean to buy a ring. A special one, you understand? With which, I would like to ask for her hand in marriage. I hope you are not going to object!” 
 
    “Does Victoria know of this?” she gulped, completely taken aback. 
 
    “No, not yet. I thought I’d take her by surprise at our little get-together at Aunt Lillian’s. Maybe there she won’t be able to refuse me,” he sighed. “And while we’re on the subject, I hope that my disclosure to you will sway you to also attend.” He looked hopefully at her. 
 
    “But of course, under these circumstances, I will naturally be there!” 
 
    “This will give you a chance to get to know my father, who just returned last night. We talked until we both fell asleep!” 
 
    “And how is he taking all this? Your decision is such a big step!” 
 
    “Just like you, Countess. He’s still awestruck, although he has known of my feelings for Victoria for quite a long time. After all, I dated almost every available girl in Vienna before, which I certainly haven’t since meeting Victoria,” he confessed candidly. 
 
    “And your mother?” 
 
    “Oh, well, she’s mourning and pouting somewhat at the same time. Mourning for her father and pouting because of my future plans.” 
 
    “Primarily because Victoria is a Prussian, I presume?” He nodded sadly. “Can you imagine what it will do to her, finding out that her future daughter-in-law’s father is going to end up in an asylum and that her brother was killed because of a duel over a prostitute? Not to mention the fact that I have nothing I can give her. No dowry. I suppose I could sell our small house in Berlin.” 
 
    “Whatever for?” 
 
    It became apparent to the Countess that neither money or possessions had never even entered into his thinking. 
 
    “Mother will come around from her animosity towards Prussians as soon as she has had a chance to meet Victoria, and I bet she’ll come to love her, as anyone must who meets her!” 
 
    The Countess was still not sure that she shared his optimism. “I feel saddened at the thought of my daughter being the cause of a family conflict. We have so much of it already ourselves.” 
 
    “What is there to be worried or sad about? It’s I who wants to marry Victoria. If anything, I hope I don’t have to worry about her not accepting me!” 
 
    The conversation was kept on a lighter subject as they arrived at the ground floor entrance of the elegant and fashionable shop, which imported only the finest fashions and creations of France, and of which his family had been clients. He pointed to a sign on the stately carved grand entrance door that read ‘By appointment only’. “Mother is completely taken with their dressmaker and would never even think of changing.” 
 
    Lotte thanked her good intuition to have worn her best silk suit to meet the Ambassador. “Now it serves an even more important purpose,” she mused, ascending the few red-carpeted stairs leading to the jeweler. “I shall only speak French,” she whispered to Philip, overwhelmed by the luxury and splendor of the decor. 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    A liveried servant escorted them to the salon, in which the walls had been done in alternating faint to very deep green satin stripes. There were small, golden ornamental nooks that displayed an array of tastefully selected and arranged vases, urns, cachets, and boxes. “The display alone is just divine!” she thought, still in awe when two elegantly dressed gentlemen appeared and came, slightly bowing, towards them, indicating that they were at their disposal. 
 
    Philip nodded slightly to them and introduced her nonchalantly. “This is Countess von Wintersberg,” which in turn brought only the slightest astonished look into their faces. It was, however, astonishment at the fact that a Reinhardt was actually using a title, not knowing that in doing this, he wanted to give Lotte a certain sense of status and also the suitable prominence, her being from Germany and the store dealing almost exclusively with nobility. 
 
    “A red ruby, for an engagement ring?” The Lamberts, father and son, looked at each other mystified, not believing what they had been told. 
 
    “Yes, gentlemen. I am well aware of diamonds. I’m also aware of your exquisite assortment of the colored variety. I am certain you shall have the pleasure of advising and serving my future wife. But minutes ago, I was told the lady loves red. And therefore, my first gift to her will be a perfect ruby!” 
 
    They were quick to accommodate him, not wanting to affront him and have him take his business elsewhere. “That is a most wonderful way to look at it, Mr. Reinhardt,” they assured him. “Sorry that we seemed adamant in observing the traditional ways. However, may we still beg of you to discuss this beforehand with someone in your family?” The elder Lambert apologized sincerely. “Our reputation as Vienna’s most prestigious jewelers is at stake.” “Aside from our regular patrons at the court,” both Lamberts were secretly thinking. 
 
    “Well, let’s see . . . Mother is in Salzburg, and Father’s judgment on matters like these is just as poor as mine! That will only leave my Aunt Lillian to confer with,” he smiled amused, as he considered her taste to extend only to horses. 
 
    “She would be the perfect person to ask. She’s not only most knowledgeable in etiquette, but also where rare and precious stones are concerned, Mr. Reinhardt,” Lambert Junior assured sincerely as his gratified father returned with one of the servants, who was carrying a glass dome which held two beautiful pieces of ruby jewelry arranged on black velvet. 
 
    “Both of the pieces can, of course, be purchased separately,” he stated simply. “This was a very special order we had the pleasure to make a few years ago. However, the client never redeemed it,” he added and examined the ring with an almost reverent look. “This is one of the rarest and finest rubies in the world, Mr. Reinhardt,” he proclaimed proudly. “and I don’t use this term lightly nor in exaggeration. It’s almost sixteen carats and a Mogok ruby!” 
 
    “Burmese!” his son added. “And the diamonds on each side enhance the oblong shape.” 
 
    “One of a kind!” father Lambert interposed. 
 
    “It looks very beautiful to me. Do you think Victoria would like it, Countess?” Philip asked. 
 
    “I only think. . . I need a chair!” Lotte stammered, shaking her head in disbelief. “Gentlemen! Mr. Reinhardt! I simply suggested a ruby brooch to adorn a plain black dress!” 
 
    “She’ll have that also!” Philip jested with a wink and turned to the two elated Lamberts, noticing the other piece of jewelry. “Ah, and there it is! This looks like a lovely ruby brooch!” 
 
    “Yes, it is! And a very special one too! It’s a Victorian style brooch-pendant.” The father smiled again. “Fashioned in eighteen carat gold, of course. And those little seed pearls that are arranged to form a little bouquet tell us that it can be worn not only during the day, but also at an evening affair.” 
 
    “How very convenient to find a companion piece in a brooch, when one was searched for and needed so desperately,” Philip mentioned, with obvious pleasure in his voice. “And since I’m certain that it will not only be worn as a brooch, but also as a pendant, why not get a chain that will enhance it!” 
 
    “My daughter has several,” Lotte squeezed in quickly, trying to halt this buying spree. Her knees were really getting wobbly now and she gratefully accepted the offered chair. 
 
    “There is a chain that comes with it already, Mr. Reinhardt, Madame. It was hidden underneath.” 
 
    “Perfect! Then it’s done! I’ll take everything as it is,” Philip laughed happily, not even having asked how much everything would be. 
 
    All three men smiled at each other, only father Lambent noticing Lotte’s obvious discomfort. “A little refreshment perhaps, Countess von Wintersberg?” he offered. 
 
    “I don’t believe we have time right now. We’re having coffee at the Sacher in a bit,” Philip intervened, writing out a money transfer as well as giving the order to have the jewelry delivered to Lillian Essler, promptly. 
 
    “I love your cache pots! I’d never expected to see them in a jewelry store,” Lotte commented, having finally gained back her composure, knowing that they were going to Sacher’s. If there was anything at the moment she needed, it was a good strong cup of coffee. 
 
    “We pride ourselves on having the best,” the son said with a gleam at her interest. 
 
    “This is in such perfect harmony between Far East and the West! The bronze mounts are positively Louis XV!” Lotte admired. “And the blue hues are superb.” 
 
    “Oh yes, Countess. It is one of our finest pieces. Are you by any chance from Alsace Lorraine? I’m mostly referring to your accent, if I may be so frank as to ask?” 
 
    Lotte smiled, pleased, when Philip interceded. “The Countess is from Germany. But she does come from a long line of diplomats and is also the wife of one and has traveled quite extensively.” 
 
    “And along the way, I have probably acquired an accent! With our children, however, we have conversed mostly in French.” 
 
    “As have we. In any case, your perception in recognizing rare antiques is spectacular,” the elder Lambert assured, after having discussed with her a few more of their priceless treasures which also included an exquisite Russian chandelier and his favorite piece, a Chinese punch bowl in a Mandarin design. 
 
    “I shall be by again, gentlemen,” Lotte commented, linking her arm into Philip’s, already having made up her mind to buy him one of the best Swiss-made watches that had caught her eye while pretending to look at a pearl brooch for herself. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Philip! My dear child, Philip!” Lillian implored. “You may know everything about women, and yes, I love your selection of the beautiful ring and the gorgeous brooch! And would have probably bought it myself at any cost—” 
 
    “But?  I can hear a ‘but’ in your voice, Aunt Lillian.” 
 
    “But not as an engagement ring!” Philip looked at her in disappointment, in his mind already racing back to Lamberts. “Come with me and hear me out,” she beckoned fondly and took his hand, walking into her dressing room. She went to her tall rosewood jewelry chest and removed several of the velvet-lined, adorned drawers that she displayed on a table in front of him. “Since we already know all about rubies, let’s look at some rarities in diamonds. Although they now belong to me, they are from the Reinhardts’ very own collection!” she declared happily. “Your great grandmother’s. I’m really sorry you were too young to remember her,” she sighed. 
 
    “Nevertheless, one encounters Stephany Reinhardt if only in portraits wherever one looks,” Philip interceded. “And from those, one is reminded of her great beauty as well as her other legendary virtues,” he mused. 
 
    “It’s true, Philip! There has so far been only one perfect Mrs. Reinhardt. And she was the one! You would understand if you had known her as we have. She was always the lady, poised and so courageous and kind to all, as well as totally honest to herself and everyone around her. Not to mention the ideal marriage she and Otto had. It’s going to be a long time before anyone of us will ever surpass that.” 
 
    “Well, Aunt Lillian, maybe we can try. Why do you think that I want to marry Victoria? You and I are aware of how long and carefully I have searched for the ideal Mrs. Reinhardt. And now, I believe with all my heart that I have found the wife who is virtuous and will remind us in many ways of my great grandmother. You’ll see!” 
 
    “If you honestly believe that, Philip, then please permit me to give you a few words of advice. Try very hard to be worthy of her, or you’ll regret it all the rest of your life.” 
 
    “You may count on it,” he replied sincerely and embraced her. 
 
    They both sat down in front of the jewelry boxes and she started once again to concentrate on the diamonds. “As I told you before, these diamonds were given to me for the children we would have some day. Stephany Reinhardt felt we should adopt some, but Kurt and I loved our lifestyle the way it had been for some time and couldn’t bring ourselves to change. So here we are now, and there’s no one else I would rather give some of my wealth to than you. Besides, the way things are at the moment, your mother is not in the mood for anything! But I’m not complaining. Her loss is my gain!” she laughed aloud. “You have always been aware that everything that’s mine will be yours one of these days.” 
 
    Philip sighed and intervened. “We all know that Mother has always been so very unpredictable. She’s proven it time and time again to all of us. Anyhow, you were saying, Aunt Lillian?” 
 
    “I just wanted you to know that for the fiftieth birthday of his wife Stephany, which by the way was one of the largest social events in 1840, Otto, your great grandfather, presented her with a ring and matching necklace. He was never in the habit of just buying one thing, but insisted that it had to be a matching set of whatever he ordered, which occasionally he would bring out one by one as different occasions arose. I am going to show you now the necklace first. It’s a one-of-a-kind and had been especially made for his wife,” she explained, untying the ribbon. 
 
    Philip’s eyes grew wide when he stared down at the opened box, and he could just stammer over and over again, “How very beautiful! How very, very beautiful!” as he held the garland of round and pear-shaped diamonds in his hands. 
 
    “And I can already picture Victoria wearing it!” she looked triumphantly at Philip. 
 
    “Aunt Lillian, are you certain you want me to have it?” he half-stuttered in amazement. 
 
    She slowly opened the box containing the matching bracelet and the one that held an oddly light-blue, shimmering, pear-shaped ring. “All this treasure,” she sighed. “You do understand that this must stay in our family. But in all honesty, these exquisite creations were made for the type of lady that was embodied by your great grandmother and has now come back to us in the person of Victoria. Neither I nor your mother have ever cared that much for gems, and to tell the truth, on those grand occasions when we wear them and get all dressed up, neither she nor I have ever felt that we do them justice,” she mused. “Somewhere, I have the certificates for each item, specifying the value of each. But I do know for certain that the ring alone is 52 carats, because I remember the time when Otto was frantically searching out every jewelry store for an ‘even fifty’ birthday stone!” 
 
    “I had no idea there are rings with 52 carats weight!” Philip just shook his head, still stunned by all the splendor and his aunt's generosity. 
 
    “Didn’t you ever notice the one your mother has? It’s even larger than this one!” 
 
    “I suppose I’ve never paid too much attention to these things,” he admitted. “Does she ever wear it?” 
 
    “Not at the moment, I guess. But then, we do not always attend the same gatherings. But I know she never ever takes off the small one. Your father gave it to her just at the time he got his doctor’s hat. He didn’t have too much money at that time but he nevertheless proposed to her. It was the same day Kurt gave me this one. And I’ve never taken it off either!” she smiled proudly. 
 
    He suddenly understood the workings of love, as he was involved in it so deeply. “Poor Mother. I hope she will find it in her heart to forgive me and will make it possible to be with me at my wedding. As I’ve already told Father, I have hurt her far too much and unreasonably so. It will never happen again! Never!” he emphasized. 
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    The table was set for eight, befitting a small, intimate dinner. The exception was only the selection of Bordeaux Calvet wine, knowing how much diplomats enjoy the finest of everything. Lillian and Kurt refrained purposely from serving the Reinhardts’ very own brand for fear of monopolizing the evening with the art and details of wine making. A well-prepared Lotte was coming too, at the persuasion of Victoria, who had no idea of her mother’s knowledge of what lay in store for her unassuming daughter. They would arrive in Kronthaler’s coach, Irma assured Philip, as they were eagerly looking forward to meeting the famous Esslers. 
 
    Philip was nervous and pensive again, which was usually the case when he found himself in a difficult predicament. And, as always, he paced the floor, still not having the vaguest idea how to approach Victoria about the engagement, wedding, honeymoon, and everything else he had planned so meticulously, and well before her consent. Now he felt completely lost. 
 
    “I am really not sure about anything except that I cannot go on living without her,” he confessed openly to his father, who had arrived earlier to talk about Verena’s insistence on staying in Salzburg. 
 
    “Love is the only important thing, Philip,” Hannes proclaimed. 
 
    “Suppose . . . just suppose she says no. Oh, God!” he lamented despairingly, when Kurt entered, overhearing his plight. 
 
    “Then find a way to change her mind. I had to beg Lillian for months and finally went on my knees,” he advised humorously. 
 
    Philip wouldn’t have minded going on his knees if that would help in any way, but was outraged at the amount of time it took just to get a yes from Lillian! “Months?” he said aloud, feeling very perturbed. “I already waited a whole year just to see her again! How much longer?” 
 
    “I see a coach turning in our direction,” his father interrupted, having never seen his son so agitated. 
 
    “It’s them! I know the Consul’s horses. He has a pair of Orlov Trotters.” 
 
    “How interesting. If everything else fails at least we have a nice topic of conversation.” Kurt laughed mischievously. 
 
    “You can talk about the stress and mentality of earthworms as long as Victoria doesn’t turn my proposal down.” Philip chuckled, embraced his father, and ran out of the room with both men still laughing and shaking their heads. 
 
    “Do we have to converse in French?” Consul Kronthaler asked in haste, ready to descend their coach. 
 
    “Only to their horses,” Victoria jested in a whisper after noticing Philip striding their way. 
 
    Both women were in their usual black attire with only a slight difference in the amount of buttons. But Irma Kronthaler made up for everyone. Her burgundy dress of taffeta was trimmed in beige velvet with hat, shoes, and bag matching perfectly. She gave one the constant feeling that it is of great importance the way one is perceived and judged. The Consul’s wardrobe always complemented hers. They were a well-polished and gracious couple that never met a stranger. Their family’s background was similar to Lotte’s, but this was only one of many reasons they all got along so well. 
 
    Aside from Philip’s expensive black suit, the Esslers’ and Hannes’ clothing left much to be desired. Their momentary excuse was the small selection of mourning attire, but those who knew them well were always aware at their lack of interest. 
 
    The introduction was brief, informal, and heartfelt. Several of those present had met each other previously and had no problem recalling the circumstances. In no time, they all felt at ease and were chatting away while choosing from a great selection of refreshments. Hannes was especially taken by Victoria’s and Lotte’s beauty and charming mannerisms, having a difficult time remembering or encountered more alluring ladies than these two. Glancing at her mother, he assumed she must be in her middle forties but was nevertheless almost a replica of Victoria. Their beauty, grace, and charm were unsurpassed in their circle of friends. 
 
    Both men also took a more careful look at the Kronthalers. She was a vivacious blonde in her late thirties with a well-endowed figure, and he was a considerable older husband, very tall with almost white hair, and who hung on her every gesture in the most loving way. Her deep blue eyes were glistening while recalling their first weeks in Vienna, and both stressed the fervent hope to stay on much longer. 
 
    “We are of a mind with Lotte and Victoria. We adore your lovely city!” 
 
    “Then may I be so frank and ask why you are leaving us the next few days?” Hannes directed the question at Lotte with a smile and friendly voice. 
 
    She felt relieved to have been confronted with the obvious question and was possibly getting her only chance to put all her cards on the table, especially since their financial status amounted to almost nothing. She had told Philip the truth right after he revealed his marriage plans, but he only smiled and dismissed her concerns. “The less she has, the more I can give her.” 
 
    Sitting across from his father, she felt somehow accountable for what was about to come. Kurt and Lillian, realizing that a certain privacy was in order, offered both Kronthalers a little tour through the house with a promise of an after dinner walk to their stables. Lotte now gave a short account of their life with Manfred, with Victoria and Philip moving their chairs closer and listening carefully and somberly until the last fateful day when Victoria was struck. 
 
    “Does it still hurt?” Hannes inquired, full of sympathy. 
 
    “Only in my heart,” she replied, with a forlorn look at her mother. 
 
    “That’s exactly how I feel,” he answered firmly, and revealed for the first time his and his sister Lillian’s severe abuse at the hand of a drunken father and a timid mother who, like countless others, had no choice but to watch and endure it 
 
    “How I empathize with both of you,” Lotte sighed, visibly shaken. “Though my husband was never drunk, his beating my son caused the same misery. I have, therefore, no remorse for leaving him at the first opportunity, which just recently presented itself.” 
 
    Just when Hannes was ready to continue to tell her about his and Lillian’s adoption by the Reinhardts, dinner was announced. It didn’t take the Consul anytime to swirl his wine glass, taking the first sip and remarking, “It’s either Calvet or Bouchard but it’s positively the finest Bordeaux.” All applauded at his conclusion though no one had asked for his opinion beforehand. 
 
    “If anyone needs a wine taster in about ten years, please remember us,” Irma ventured. 
 
    Lotte and Victoria were grateful for the Kronthalers’ light and clever conversation, while Philip was still fretting over how to go about everything, growing more doubtful as time passed. The possibility of rejection was constantly on his mind. Lotte was observing him closely, and had to forge a little opportunity for both to be alone.  
 
    “While we are talking about horses Mr. Reinhardt, the last few tumultuous weeks kept me from asking you . . . how is Valery’s offspring? Even my daughter must have forgotten all about it.” She gave, in turn, a guilty nod.   
 
    “Absolutely unforgivable,” Lillian jested, adding that she gave Cpt. Kreibich strict orders to alert her. 
 
    “Where is he lately, anyway?” Kurt asked casually. 
 
    “Well, first we were gone, and then he took some unexpected leave,” Lotte explained. “Doubtless, some horses are in need of him.” 
 
    “Boy or girl?” Victoria demanded pleasantly, smiling from Kurt to Lillian. 
 
    “A beautiful girl. And Philip calls her ‘Vicky’ even after my firm objection!” 
 
    Victoria, now vividly recalling the conversation at the ball said to Philip very mischievously, “I would love to see her, especially since you made me a promise Mr. Reinhardt. Right?” 
 
    “And I remember having assured you that I always keep my promises, Miss von Wintersberg. Didn’t I?” he responded quickly, sensing an excellent opportunity to take a walk and propose along the way. He looked now from one to the next while Victoria continued to finish her last piece of cake, completely oblivious to the upcoming event. 
 
    “Why don’t we all go?” she suggested, looking mostly at the Kronthalers, knowing that one of their main reasons for coming was to see their stables. 
 
    “Not right now Victoria,” Irma replied evasively. “I would love to take a better look at those exquisite antiques, especially the ones from Marie-Antoinette’s time. I have never had the pleasure of seeing such a priceless collection!” Lillian was pleased at her comment. 
 
    “I too discovered something of the greatest interest,” the Consul elaborated, joining the game. 
 
    “Such as?” Kurt ventured. 
 
    “Your collection of miniature ships. It is one of a kind!” 
 
    “So is my husband. He still plays with them like a child,” Lillian laughed fondly. 
 
    “Maybe one of my forefathers wanted to be a sailor or pirate and was forced to join the cavalry,” Kurt teased, waiting for Hannes’ excuse to stay behind. 
 
    “If you don’t object Miss von Wintersberg, I would like to continue with some of my stories of times past. Your mother and I have a lot more to cover before she leaves us.” Lotte only smiled in agreement, while Hannes added, “I am sure it’s all right with you too, Philip.” 
 
    Their sly looks and excuses amused him, with Victoria completely in agreement. Their deceptions were in no way suspicious. 
 
    “Then we’ll just take a leisurely stroll by ourselves,” Philip stated with a wink. “Join us whenever you feel like it. I am sure Miss von Wintersberg doesn’t object.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” she responded quickly, reminding herself that she had only two months left to enjoy Philip’s company. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Both started out in complete silence, but this time they swung their hands back and forth with Philip finally relaxing and glancing at Victoria until she said, “I am so relieved everything went well. Mother appeared very nervous about this visit. Poor dear has so many sorrowful weeks behind her. And to top it all, his Holy Excellency Ambassador von Ritter had a long, unpleasant chat with her two days ago.” She sighed in distress. 
 
    Philip knew that much already, but observing her sorrowful comment, he decided to let her get it off her chest. He also felt strongly that she was in need of a sympathetic ear and a confidante. He was glad to qualify for both. Also, by being all alone in a beautiful setting of blooming trees, wildflowers, and garden ponds along the way, it would sooner or later lead towards the right opening. 
 
    “By year's end,” she continued, “we will be former diplomats, Father having served more than twenty-five years with unquestionable loyalty. In the next few days, we have to dissolve our small household to accommodate a new Vice Consul. Thank God, our servant Martha and I can stay until July with the Kronthalers. We are so fortunate to have them as friends.” 
 
    “I agree wholeheartedly, and hope in all sincerity to repay them some day. They have been extremely kind.” 
 
    “Well, an invitation to your home or the Esslers’ once in a while would be greatly appreciated. That I know for a fact. While some of us Germans truly love your country, we are forced to admit we were never spoiled by Austria’s legendary hospitality. It is the very first time that an all Austrian family like the Esslers has invited any one of us for a private dinner,” she complained, wondering at the moment why she talked so much on the lamentable subject. 
 
    “Father and I were just discussing the very same topic recently,” he responded calmly, never giving any indication for the reason. “It’s mostly the old elite or cliques, whatever one likes to call them, and it happens on both sides of our countries. Please try to remember your own father’s reaction when I brought you to the table,” Philip reminded her. “To my great surprise even the Ambassador had a kind question for this young man.” He laughed lightly.  
 
    She could have easily referred to his intoxication but said instead, “Because it was not his daughter you brought back. God only knows how he may have reacted!” 
 
    “Possibly extremely gratefully. One is always told that it is almost a burden to take a second look at her.” Both laughed heartily and Philip continued where they left off. “Our generation is completely disinterested in all those past wars, no matter against whom or why they were fought, or if Prussia refused to join a unified Germany. Unless—” he added as an afterthought. “There are specific reminders in families, like yours and mine for example. My uncle Alex couldn’t wait to be in a battle, regardless of the consequences. Of course, he paid dearly for it, though he is not even aware of that fact,” he conceded. 
 
    “My father felt the same way and expected his son to follow in his footsteps. Well, Mother explained all that just moments ago.” She paused just long enough and inquired about the laid back Esslers, who didn’t fit in this pattern of military life at all. 
 
    “Kurt Essler comes from one of the oldest and noblest families in Austria. However, he, like his father and many of his ancestors, had the best connections to the court and held so many important positions, which always enabled them to stay away from the battlefield. Somehow they always appeared to inspect what was left from a battle-fatigued troop. Many of their contemporaries frowned on this practice, though we Reinhardts are extremely fond of them. The Esslers, however, don’t care about anyone’s opinion or criticism and do their own thing as they see fit.” 
 
    “I am so glad to learn that. Then you wouldn’t object if I asked them upon our return if I may ride one of their horses? This enjoyable privilege was taken away from us too. We are a sort of persona non grata. It would be only until I join my mother in July,” she explained, then stopped with a tap on her forehead and said quickly, “How can I be that forgetful? Both of the Esslers let even Cpt. Kreibich ride any of their horses and he is a German too.” 
 
    “Never mind the horses or anyone’s nationality,” he answered very forcefully, both now standing but still holding hands. “You are not going to join your mother in July or any other time.” 
 
    “Oh, no? Do you know something that I should know?” she asked with an almost frightful look. Her large green eyes widened and her beautiful face blushed again while getting herself ready to confront a new problem, waiting anxiously for his response. But instead, he put his arms around her and pressed her very close to him, causing her color to turn to the brightest red as he felt her body tremble.  
 
    “The only person you will ever join is me, Miss von Wintersberg, and it will be on October sixteenth in holy matrimony. The reason for the long delay is our required six months period of mourning,” he stated with great confidence, but felt instantly embarrassed at his clumsy, matter-of-fact proposal. His carefully rehearsed wording the last few weeks had been completely forgotten. 
 
    Looking at her expression of bewilderment he knew she was too stunned to give any reply, let alone a fast one. He not only enjoyed seeing her momentary state of confusion and shock at the utmost, but hoped the present impression would last him a lifetime. In this exhilarating state, he began a frantic search for the engagement ring, reaching from one pocket to the next. “The ring I am giving you now is not the one I bought for you yesterday. It was the wrong color and you will get it some other time. The one I am looking for comes from my great-grandmother, to be exact, but was given in later years to Aunt Lillian, who never wore it and was happy to give it to me.” 
 
    Now it was Victoria’s chance to relax and smile while observing Philip trembling as she had just done. She couldn’t even explain to herself her present composure when he declared joyously, “Stay right where you are, Victoria. I remember exactly where I left the ring,” he said with certainty and very jubilant. He started to run and then stopped abruptly. “Victoria, you didn’t even say yes to me!” 
 
    “I never got a chance to say anything at all,” she laughed. 
 
    “Not just anything, Victoria. Only a yes will do.” She continued to laugh, still enjoying his state of excitement while she herself looked very happy, though somewhat dazed. 
 
    “Then may I presume it is a yes?” 
 
    “It is!” she shouted without giving it another thought, still standing under the tree watching him on the run again. 
 
    “Where is everybody?” he said triumphantly, though everyone was right at the door, having watched from the window as they observed him running back all alone. 
 
    “We are right in front of you,” Lillian answered with a big smile. 
 
    “I came for the ring. I thought I had it in my pocket.” 
 
    “It is, Philip,” replied Lillian very elated, knowing he got his anticipated answer.” 
 
    “No, it’s not! I looked at least three to four times,” he confirmed with a look of anxiety, starting his process all over. 
 
    “No, Philip. Remember you put the ring without the box in your pants pocket, as you planned to change your jacket for dinner. I found a ring given without a box improper, but in your frenzy, I let you get away with it,” Lillian commented with relish while recalling Kurt’s nervous state of mind many years ago when she finally consented to his proposal.   
 
    “Never mind all the formality, Aunt Lillian. My only worry was her answer to my clumsy proposal.” He sighed in relief as he found the ring, giving both Kronthalers and Lotte an opportunity to take a closer look at it. 
 
    “How exquisite!” exclaimed Irma and Ernest. 
 
    “She deserves every bit of it and so much more,” Philip uttered grandly, watching anew the reaction on Countess von Wintersberg’s face. 
 
    “So, you went back and exchanged your ruby after all.” She smiled remembering both Lamberts’ honest advice to confer with his aunt about it. 
 
    “Oh, no! She gets the ruby at the first appropriate occasion, perhaps as a wedding present. This is a Reinhardt heirloom and you will get the story about it from Aunt Lillian the moment I leave the house,” he assured with a wink and was on his way again. 
 
    “I had the ring in the wrong pocket all along,” he exclaimed, while reaching for her trembling hand and trying to get it on her finger. 
 
    She showed the same surprised expression as when his proposal took place. “I have never seen a lovelier diamond in all my life,” she stammered. 
 
    “Welcome to the Reinhardts, Victoria . . . even though we are the smallest family in Vienna!” 
 
    “I promise it won’t stay that way for very long,” she pledged in his arms, finally getting her long overdue kiss before returning to an eagerly awaiting mother, friends, and a newly acquired family, all in an ecstatic frame of mind. 
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    The more cheerful, relaxed, and happy the Reinhardts, the Esslers and Victoria were in Vienna, the sadder, gloomier and downright miserable Verena became in Salzburg. She not only felt rejected by her own husband, but by everyone she considered her closest friends. Her once envied sunny disposition and high spirits had completely vanished, and what was left of her was, to everyone, a great worry and concern. The former Verena Reinhardt was barely recognizable. Even the once so thoroughly enjoyed view towards the inner city of Salzburg had lost its appeal. She only stared, while having already resigned herself that there was absolutely nothing she could do about the upcoming wedding, which was to be attended by family only and right on schedule. And what should have been very pleasing to any future mother-in-law was hurting her the most. The contents of those many arriving letters were full of praise and admiration for the beautiful and most gracious bride to be, who was an excellent choice on Philip’s part and fitted so perfectly in Vienna’s society. She was, in every way, a diplomat’s daughter from head to toe and liked by everyone who had the great fortune to have met her. Not a single word, let alone a sentence, gave the slightest indication about the future Mrs. Reinhardt being a Prussian or German. 
 
    It was, instead, a continuous elaboration of her easygoing charm along with her flawless French. Also, Lillian and Father Christopher were spending hours on a daily basis with her. One to teach the necessary foundation of the Catholic Church, the other to help with the mastery of Vienna’s dialect along with horse jumping, while introducing her slowly to the Essler family and set of friends. Verena managed one of her rare smiles while reading Lillian’s letter, with her usual emphasis on having acquired a lovely daughter, one she was never able to have. She remembered only too well that she felt the same way about Philip. Now that childless socialite and baroness through marriage, who was a former orphan, claims to have two adorable children who she loves with all her heart, while Verena, who gave birth to two sons, sits all alone in her chalet. That chalet that was built thirty years ago and named plein soleil . . . Full of Sunshine. What a joke at present, as not one ray of sun found its way through her permanently shut windows. Even the abundance of her blooming flowers left her at the moment without any feeling. 
 
    She was in the process of opening her last letter, which was for some reason the one from her husband Hannes. They were always in lengthy detail and showed great sympathy towards her plight and her suffering about her beloved Papa’s death. However, they were also very warm with his love for her and conciliatory in regard to Philip and Victoria. And there was always the slight hint that her Papa would have wholeheartedly approved of her. He promised to arrive the following Saturday afternoon to talk for the very last time about attending, if only for a short while, the wedding ceremony at the Esslers’ chapel. After all, he stated, like he had in every previous letter, it would be the only wedding in the family as there were just no other relatives to speak of, and Stephan’s departure from the monastery was out of the question. So far, any reasonable effort or explanation was either ignored or forcefully rebuked and she still had no intention of changing her mind. 
 
    His announced visit didn’t put her in a better mood either. Her own last hope towards a long and painstaking investigation into the von Wintersberg family background proved fruitless, as absolutely nothing was found against them which would give her any reason to intercede in Philip’s marriage. Even her ever-suspicious mind of a possible fortune hunter was finally put to rest, as the Count was transferred to an asylum in Germany and his hopeless condition was mostly contributed to his daughter’s affair with an Austrian. 
 
    “I regret to inform you,” she still heard the investigator say. “but Vice Consul von Wintersberg called your son every unflattering name imaginable and it was no secret that he detested all Austrians.” She couldn’t remember her rude answer, but as it now all came to an end, it didn’t matter anymore. 
 
    She summoned Elsa and her niece Marlene who went along with her to Ischl, as the caretakers were only there to cook and clean. “I want you two to go for a visit to the city or take a short train ride anywhere, but Mr. Reinhardt and I would like to have the afternoon to ourselves.” She sighed deeply, knowing no further explanation was necessary. “Here is some extra money. Enjoy yourselves.” With a sincere thank you, along with an expression of full understanding, both servants departed after having decided to visit the beautiful gardens. Verena also dismissed the caretakers after her last-moment insistence on taking over the reins herself in order to meet Hannes at the station. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    “Poor Hannes, you look exhausted.” She greeted him with a hearty embrace, adding that she was, just moments ago, told by none other than the station master that it was a record heat wave for the month of September. 
 
    “They say that every year,” Hannes responded, unimpressed at the statement, but showing visible surprise at her pale, almost sickly appearance. “You should try to be a bit more in the fresh air,” he admonished after his friendly greeting and surprise that she came by herself. 
 
    “Who drove you here?” he inquired, just to be sure. 
 
    “I did. Don’t forget, dear husband, your sister is not the only woman who can handle a Landau,” she answered, tongue in cheek, handing him the reins with a sheepish smile. “I'm so glad to see you, Hannes.” 
 
    “Same here, dear Verena, especially when one has to consider that in all of our thirty years of marriage, we have never been apart longer than a few days.” 
 
    “Don’t ask me why I am here Hannes, as I am a lost soul who refuses even to see any of my friends.” 
 
    “Yes, and they are truly sorry and troubled by it. Especially the Rombergs, who were trying in all honesty to help in any way they could,” Hannes reproached her. 
 
    “I am aware of it. But at the present, I don’t see eye-to-eye with anybody other than goodhearted Elsa and Marlene, who take my awful mood swings in stride. Like Papa used to say, ‘where would we be without our devoted servants?’” 
 
    He could have responded with, ‘or our spouses,’ but since the quote came from Papa again he let it go at that. “Verena,” he said very gently after arriving at their chalet. “I have always agreed with you, and not for the sake of agreeing either, but because we are very compatible in every way. But this time you are in the wrong and I don’t mind telling you so myself. We always took so much pride and comfort in marrying for love only. You and I did, Kurt and Lillian, let alone your— no, our beloved Papa, and grandparents Otto and Stephany, just to name a few of our small family,” he stressed hardily. He omitted Christina’s marriage purposely, as it was the exception, and he was sure it would be brought up rather sooner than later. “Then why,” he continued. “can our son not enjoy the same privilege? He has all the right in the world to do so.” 
 
    “Because his marriage with a Prussian will be doomed right from the start, Hannes.” 
 
    “It’s been a united Germany for more than twenty years.” 
 
    “Don’t try to enlighten me on their recent history,” she answered with a smirk. “They are still Prussians to the boot! Unification doesn’t change their personality. Even after his death, Bismark is still referred to as the ‘Iron Chancellor.” Same with the Emperors, William I or II . . . doesn’t matter. They are still Prussian first. They still govern Germany their very own way. And that Prussian girl will be no different. She will do everything in her power to get her own way,” she predicted, convinced. 
 
    “I doubt that very much, knowing her background quite well. And I have yet to meet the person who tells Philip what to do,” he assured her. I don’t mind telling you, Verena, that so far, my worst fears about her acceptance among our friends were totally unfounded. It was of great concern to me for obvious reasons and I discussed every single obstacle with our son well beforehand.” 
 
    “You mean among all those Esslers and their bosom-buddies who judge one strictly on equestrian skills? Or by Franz-Xavier's large congregation, who expect already many offspring from this union? Then I have no choice but to agree! But this is not what marriage is all about. I know Philip better than you do.” 
 
    “Please, Verena, try not to be so negative,” he pleaded, but she only persisted. 
 
    “. . . and then there are the likes of Papa and me who always lived by our principles. Reinhardts that is . . . as Austria has over the years lost them all!” 
 
    “Since you are talking politics, a subject usually taboo between us, then I may take the liberty and remind you Germany is even on our side now,” he soothed. 
 
    But she simply snapped back. “And I wonder why! Who needs those devils anyway?” 
 
    Hannes felt in need of a different approach in the matter. “Verena, I have a strong suspicion that Philip told Papa all about it on his death bed. Remember how he rushed to his room that night?” 
 
    “Hmm . . . now I am beginning to wonder if that caused Papa to draw his last breath! I mean, upon hearing about it. With his only grandson disgracing the family in the worst possible way, why would a man like him care to go on living? He just gave up!” she exclaimed, full of tears. 
 
    “Are you trying to lay the blame of Papa’s death on Philip too?” he said incredulously. 
 
    “Now that you mention it, I may need to think about it more.” 
 
    “Then I must assume you still haven’t changed your mind about attending his wedding.” 
 
    “What wedding?” she answered bitterly. 
 
    “Then there is nothing more left for me to say, Verena, except that you are the one who is losing in the long run. I feel very sorry for you,” he said somberly. 
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked, seeing him fetch his still unpacked suitcase. 
 
    “Hotel Kaiserhof for tonight, visiting some friends tomorrow, and leaving to see my family again the next day.” 
 
    Her face turned white and her hands began to shake. “I felt all along that once Papa was gone, I would have no one left . . . no one!” she sobbed. 
 
    “You asked for it, Verena. And at this very moment, I not only speak as your husband, Hannes, but as the tough orphan boy Johannes Paul Brehmer, who could be hurt only so much and be pushed only so far without rebelling. You should know that much, Verena Reinhardt!” Without giving her a chance to respond, he was gone. 
 
    When Elsa and Marlene returned, they found a desolate and shivering Verena cuddled up in her favorite loveseat crying quietly. She whispered, “Mr. Reinhardt came and went.” 
 
    “But Doctor Reinhardt will be back, Madame.” 
 
    “I am not so sure. I think I lost him to our son and his Prussian fiancée.” 
 
    “Then please, be at their wedding and everything will be all right.” 
 
    “No, Elsa! How could I do that to my Papa? You know how he felt about those evil people. He would never forgive me for it.” Then came her favorite expression of late. “He is right now looking down on me.” 
 
    “I’ll brew you some tea to calm you, Madame. You need a good rest.” 
 
    “Nothing will do, Elsa. I hurt this poor man just as much as Philip hurt me. I took my bitterness out on him and it will take quite a while to get over it. I have a feeling a very long time indeed.” 
 
    “I am so sorry, Mrs. Reinhardt,” Elsa said sincerely, and bid her a good night. When she entered her room, she watched Marlene trying to accomplish several different hairstyles. 
 
    “I wish I looked like one of those ladies we have seen this afternoon. Imagine getting closely followed by a servant holding a large white umbrella to shield you from the sun.” 
 
    Elsa only shrugged with great indifference. “In all those years with the Reinhardts, it was never allowed. Their own husbands called it a silly frivolity invented by the nobility. The Reinhardt men enjoyed being perfect gentlemen and showed it most gallantly,” Elsa answered, remembering her parents’ and grandparents’ stories about serving the finest people on earth. Though she had not known some of them, she felt nevertheless an extreme closeness to their ever-present motto ‘to be noble, compassionate, and brave’. But she also remembered Otto and beautiful Stephany, poor Louise, and Christina whose life was so cruelly shortened, and Karl’s endless suffering until his dying days. She tried to remember Alex and Verena, and Hannes and Lillian's arrival. All their joys and tragedies and their will of iron to survive and not blemish the name and traditions of Reinhardt. It became, at times, almost a burden, Christina being the best example of it. Now it’s up to Philip and Victoria. It all seems like yesterday and yet it was so long ago. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    When a very disillusioned Hannes returned to Vienna, his immediate desire was to resume his work, as he felt at present that there was no other cure for his state of mind. His many different approaches to Verena were, if anything, a disaster, and his visits to Rombergs, Nordmans, along with all other friends, only confirmed his suspicion that, momentarily, she felt best when left all alone. 
 
    He told a guilt-ridden Philip and a disappointed Victoria only that his poor wife was not herself and was therefore not able to attend their wedding. He omitted in every way her unreasonable outbursts, blaming her physical and mental condition strictly on her father’s sudden death, also adding that somehow it’s an acquired family trait, as Stephany Reinhardt acted not much different, and Karl, though no blood relation, left Vienna years previously in profound grief, even leaving a small son and a newborn girl behind. The newborn ironically being Verena. Victoria responded with the utmost understanding, giving reference to her father’s worsening mental condition, hoping Mrs. Reinhardt would never have to experience that horrible humiliation by being transferred from one hospital to the next. Philip only muttered a few polite words of sadness, but was otherwise very suspicious, awaiting a man-to-man talk with his father. 
 
    “Not anticipating your early arrival, Father, Victoria and I promised to dine with the Esslers,” Philip apologized. 
 
    “That’s alright. I would have gone there anyway. An extra plate will be only pleasing to them.” 
 
    “What a wonderful family,” Victoria exclaimed joyfully. “Aunt Lillian is going to so much trouble to make our wedding day a perfect one.” 
 
    “My sister loves every moment of it. And I am so happy to hear you call her Aunt Lillian,” he said, watching Victoria’s happy smile and appreciation. 
 
    “I meet more of their many friends and relatives every day, and find it hard to judge which ones I enjoy the most. They are all most kind whenever I talk to them.” 
 
    “The feeling seems to be mutual, Father,” Philip responded, putting his arm lovingly around her small waist, while imploring his tired looking father to get some needed rest and join them at the Esslers’ place later. 
 
    “Victoria and I take our afternoon rides at different times. The hours have somewhat changed to accommodate her heavy schedule with Father Christopher. He has to convert her in a hurry for us to get married.” 
 
    “I’ll be there earlier,” Hannes replied. He didn’t need the recommended rest as urgently as an opportunity to tell Kurt and Lillian of his sad experience with Verena. He was devastated at her behavior and vowed that it was his last visit to her until she asked for him under different circumstances. 
 
    “Romberg suggested some treatments at the spa. All of Europe’s nobility have enjoyed the warm springs as long as I can remember. They not only cure all kinds of ailments, but especially those pertaining primarily to a nervous condition, which is her problem,” Hannes confessed to both Esslers right after his arrival, losing no time getting right to the main topic. Kurt and Lillian commiserated with him and listened to their dear brother's travail. Presently, the wedding was brought up and several names of invited guests were mentioned. 
 
    “I thought it was family only. Us and Kronthalers, of course,” he remarked. 
 
    “Hannes, have you still not learned that when Lillian says family, she refers to all of the Esslers?” Kurt interjected. 
 
    “I don’t see any other way out. It all started when Anette invited herself,” Lillian replied in defense, but added quickly, “I was shocked but happy that she feels up to it. Come to think of it, it’s her very first social event in thirty years!” 
 
    “No one was more dumbfounded than I,” Kurt confirmed. “She has never come to any of our gatherings, and that includes my parents’ funerals.” 
 
    “What on earth changed her mind?” Hannes inquired, amazed. 
 
    “I know of one thing for sure. Philip insisted on introducing Victoria briefly to her, possibly to avoid an unpleasant encounter on a later date, and lo and behold, Anette took a liking to her. So far, I have not even encountered one negative comment about Victoria. It is as if she is one of Austria’s old nobility.” 
 
    “Somehow aristocrats have a certain way of clinging together,” Hannes smiled, tongue in cheek. 
 
    “And listen to this,” Lillian reflected with great pride. “All my invitations were graciously accepted even though I stated that Philip’s bride is from Berlin.” A moment of uncomfortable silence took place as they thought of Verena’s stubborn refusal. 
 
    “As you can see, Hannes, your sister rounded every able Essler up, which included the Trautmans, Stambergs, and Thalburgs, along with everyone else who is even remotely related to us.” 
 
    “So no one will ever accuse me of showing favoritism and that I hurt anybody’s feelings. We all have our experience on such delicate matters… especially weddings,” she elaborated with a great show of confidence, hoping everything would turn out alright.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    29 
 
    The lavishly arranged wedding was completely dominated by the Esslers, with no one amiss, no matter how long or inconvenient the journey. If that voluminous and peculiar family agreed on one thing, aside from equestrian events, it was a good time at a great party. And this one promised to be special. The very first German among all of them, Verena’s conspicuous absence on account of it, and with all the usual tidbits of gossip preceding the occasion, no one was foolish enough to miss it. But equally surprising was the attendance of the forever aloof and eccentric spinster Anette, who only the old guard could remember, but everyone else was well aware and informed about her self-invented love story between the brain-damaged Alex Reinhardt and herself. One just had to come and observe the event. It would be worthwhile in the long run, at least to have something to talk about in the long and dreary winter days ahead. 
 
    Her beautiful, impeccably dressed mother and the forever elegant and charming Kronthalers conversed politely and cheerfully in French, as though the German language was foreign to them, and only represented Victoria. With drinks in their hands, they made their rounds after a careful introduction by a very pleased Kurt and Hannes. Both seemed to enjoy this occasion for the obvious reason that Victoria was an addition to the family. So far, no one could find the slightest faux pas, no matter how hard the older and seasoned skeptics tried. But then again, they were dealing with diplomats who were carefully trained to give a permanently flawless appearance. Also, Hannes and a few of his favorite Esslers were never far away to make sure no last-minute ungracious behavior presented itself to spoil an otherwise perfect day. 
 
    Looking from time to time for Anette, who would be the sole one capable of any kind of embarrassment, Kurt took notice that his sister happily babbled like a waterfall to none other than Lotte, who listened with great interest, as though Anette was the only one present who really mattered. Kurt smiled to himself, knowing that the Countess was very well aware of her circumstances. 
 
    All in attendance were asked to go to the chapel, and he looked, even more puzzled, towards an equally perplexed Hannes when Lotte reached for Anette’s arm and walked through the long hallway leading to the chapel. 
 
    “I was christened here. It was not a very happy day for the Esslers,” she whispered upon entering, while looking around to be escorted to her proper place. 
 
    “Can the Baroness have a seat right next to mine? After all, we are in the family now,” Lotte suggested to a young usher who had no idea Anette was one of his relatives. 
 
    “As you wish, Madame,” he replied curtly, not even glancing towards her companion. 
 
    “I shall always remember your kindness, dear Countess.” 
 
    “And I thank you for attending my daughter’s wedding,” Lotte said, putting a very happy Anette between the Kronthalers and herself, who acknowledged her presence with a sincere smile. 
 
    “Who in the hell needs the Esslers?” Anette though to herself, turning her head in all directions to make sure they could see whose side she was on. She was, however, out of luck, as everyone was too occupied chatting and craning their necks, awaiting the momentary arrival of the new bride. 
 
    Lillian, in a bright blue velvet gown adorned tastefully with ermine, looked her very best and took her role as surrogate mother very seriously, hovering over an extremely nervous groom. 
 
    “Relax, Philip! No one is going to hurt you,” Hannes said, moving towards him after hearing the first tunes of organ music, ready to be his best man. 
 
    In the adjoining room, Kurt took his role as Victoria’s surrogate father equally seriously when he offered a radiant bride his arm. “This is the moment,” he said, and embraced her heartily before facing the anxiously awaiting guests. Their very first smiles went to her mother and the Kronthalers. After all, they had played the main part when it mattered the most. Anette, of course, returned the smile with relish, as if it were meant only for her. Victoria continued with her slow, regal walk, warm smile, and a playful twinkle here and there like she had rehearsed for this special day all her life. She couldn’t help but notice the many expressions of awe and surprise as they squeezed each others gloved hands. She wondered at the moment if her lavish wedding dress was the sole reason, as it was the latest creation from the House of Lavin in Paris. Lillian had even insisted that two of Lavin's most qualified seamstresses come along, not trusting anyone else for the final assembly. One worked feverishly at the specially designed bishop sleeves while the other attached white handmade Brüssel lace over heavy white velvet. October was usually quite chilly and no one, least of all Victoria, wanted to take a chance and catch a cold in the unheated chapel. There were no bridesmaids at Victoria and Lillian’s request, but a seven-year-old flower girl with an identical dress shared the spotlight. Flora von Stamberg suffered from a rare blood disease and had only limited time to live. Since it was an open secret that Victoria had insisted on her presence upon learning of it, she endeared herself already to all, but most of all to the little girl who called it her happiest day. 
 
    “They both looked like a pair of angels just descending from heaven,” Anette whispered loud enough for everyone to hear. And since no one objected with either a ‘pssst’ or ‘quiet please,’ but were rather in search for a handkerchief, Anette assumed they were in full agreement and took the proper compliment as her own credit. 
 
    When a solemn Father Christopher pronounced the former Victoria Elisabeth von Wintersberg to become Mrs. Victoria Reinhardt, the present nobility took solace in the fact that the House of Reinhardt was in reality the House of von Dorn. It was always whispered that Karl had become a Reinhardt through very special circumstances. Any out of wedlock birth was always addressed as such, providing it happened in their very own family. Somehow, through their long-intertwined list of ancestry, some of the Esslers’ in-laws were related to the von Dorns. Otherwise, the late and highly esteemed architect Karl Reinhardt would have been referred to in quite a different light, his profession notwithstanding.               
 
    With the short ceremony behind them, most of the guests surrounded the newlyweds, congratulating the exceedingly happy couple. They commented openly to Philip about Victoria’s loveliness and how lucky he was to have found her. Nothing much on Philip’s behalf was said. The family-oriented Esslers hoped sincerely that he had put his legendary love affairs behind him, and would become a devoted husband and father. Having endured the many handshakes at the receiving line, Hannes and Lotte were the first ones to take their leave. 
 
    “We are in the same boat dear Countess,” Hannes said, full of pity. “Our spouses are missing for almost the same reason. And our families are so very small. You a daughter . . . me a son. And each one of us lost one, though quite differently, but gone nevertheless.” 
 
    She sighed in agreement but was unable to respond, when she noticed Anette elbowing her way through the crowd in a rather excited state. 
 
    “Imagine, Hannes, one of my old uncles, by marriage of course, asking me very impolitely if I am ‘new’ around here,” she lamented in disgust. “Did he ever get an earful and was he ever surprised!” 
 
    Hannes didn’t doubt any of it. “Don’t blame him too much, Anette. Just come more often to your family’s gatherings.” He scanned her pleasantly but had to admit for fifty-one she looked considerably older and her dark gray, unadorned attire, along with her white hair put straight back to her nape couldn’t have possibly given her any kind of status, except that of an old, worn out servant. On special occasions like weddings, the Esslers always went to great pains to appear en vogue, though never overdressed, or God forbid, wearing too much jewelry. 
 
    “Let’s stay together, dear Baroness,” Lotte soothed, understanding her situation. “You will be sitting with my friends again.” 
 
    “Do you think Consul Kronthaler minds?” she asked hesitantly, though she was overjoyed at the offer. 
 
    “They asked for you and considered you the most well-read lady.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that’s all I am ever able to do until Alex gets better . . . if he ever does,” she said with tears flowing through her tired eyes. 
 
    Hannes decided he’d better move away from Anette’s dilemma and gave a mumble of polite excuse. Since he missed Verena tremendously, the last thing he needed was to encounter a flow of more tears. It was the very first party he had attended without her. He still carried his wife’s last letter unopened in his pocket, though it arrived a few days ago. Knowing her rapid mood swings, there was no telling what the contents or new accusations were, and he preferred a peaceful wedding day. After all it was his son’s. He took a seat in a nearby corner and chose to listen rather than to converse. He had talked enough already for the following year as far as he was concerned. All those passersby who seemed to have the time of their life had their own opinions, however, and he had no choice but to smile as some wondered if the dessert of strawberries with Madeira sauce was the Countess von Wintersberg’s own recipe, as no one had tasted anything so delicious before. The numerous and unique gifts were also discussed, as so far three extra tables had to be added, with still a lot of unpacking in progress. The chandelier in ormula and rod-crystal caught everyone’s attention as it was priceless and came from Berlin. “Doubtless from Russia. I know their exquisite antiques . . . own several pieces myself,” added an elderly aunt of Kurt’s, not without a trace of visible envy. “Where will they place all those treasures?” 
 
    “In their mansion on the square. The Auersbachs are already in the process of looking for a place.” All smiled, cynical simultaneously, as nothing flattering or complimentary even in the smallest sense could have been said about that oversized family, who were freeloaders at the expense of the Reinhardts. 
 
    But the topic changed quickly to the great variety of gifts, among them many very unusual painted bowls and vases, unmistakably Vienna’s Biedermeier, and yet they were shipped from Berlin. 
 
    “Well, it shows that some of Germany’s nobility have taste par excellence, especially from the Countess’ circle of friends and family.” 
 
    “Doubtless, those pieces were outrageous in price,” replied Countess Stamberg, still overjoyed at her daughter’s walk with the bride, presently toying with a pair of candlesticks made of malachite and crystal. “Talking about price, my dear Ladies . . . there is none.” She paused, looking around to get everyone’s attention. “Anette, on the other hand, insisted her many gift boxes remain unopened and only to be seen by the newlyweds.” 
 
    “That figures,” answered Countess Stamberg’s sister. “Who wants to see whatever she has to give away? Let’s hope it looks better than her wardrobe.” All were curious as Anette was known to have quite a collection of rare stones.               
 
    “So far, that spinster has ignored every single one of us. She is only speaking French to a few Germans . . . just turn around and take a look,” a young Trautman smirked. She was suffering from a bad case of acne and was extremely jealous of Victoria’s beauty. 
 
    “Well, it’s not going to last anyway,” remarked her cousin, who, though not suffering from bad skin, had little else to offer on beauty. 
 
    Just as Hannes was ready to get up and walk towards the bridal couple, one of his favorite Esslers approached him. 
 
    “I watched you for quite a while, Hannes. You were almost ready to doze off! Let me tell you before I leave that that young beautiful lady is the best acquisition you Reinhardts ever made. She also looks to be very prolific,” he stated, as though he were talking about one of his racehorses. “You need new blood in your family,” he assured him while trying to find his overcoat. 
 
    Hannes was aware that he had drunk more than his limit but he still replied, “New blood is all the Reinhardts ever got.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, I have to agree. But I hope she won’t turn in to a typical convert like my daughter-in-law. More Catholic and more nationalistic than we are! And that from a former Swedish Protestant! After nine grandchildren in eleven years I know what I am talking about,” he laughed in pride while walking away. 
 
    When Hannes started out to catch the newlyweds again, he noticed many guests making their way to smaller parlors for more comfort, which was more to his liking anyway, but no matter where he turned, he never found himself far away from or out of hearing distance of Anette. It seemed almost like it was her big day thirty years ago with Alex at her side. He heard her tell the Kronthalers all about her beautiful jewelry made from precious and colorful stones called ‘Tourmaline,’ and taking a new a glance at her, he wished she would have worn at least one of her many pieces. 
 
    “Every stone is from America and they are from the softest green to the deepest purple,” he heard her elaborate with great pride. “And it was a distant relative of the Reinhardts who returned from America and willed every piece of stone and jewelry to me. You can imagine how highly this gentleman thought of me,” she concluded, but not before giving both Kronthalers a lengthy lesson about mining those treasures. She forgot, however, to mention that in one of the boxes was every piece of her own gems enclosed, as she planned upon Alex’s death to enter a convent. 
 
    Since many admiring onlookers who inspected the hand-embroidered veil, along with all other intricacies of her most unusual and exquisite wedding gown, momentarily surrounded Victoria, they also kept a steady and envious eye on her oversized diamond, which complemented her long slender fingers. The high collar had pearls sewn in to match the ones in her veil and it was rumored they were the finest ones, as Lillian would never stand for anything less. All in all, it was strictly her own undertaking, with Victoria’s full approval on every item or suggestion. While Countess Lotte von Wintersberg was in Berlin, she had tried very hard to get a little dowry together, which were the Biedermeier items admired by everyone. 
 
    Hannes finally saw his chance to talk to Philip, entering Essler’s private parlor. “Philip, my son, this is a very special heirloom from your late grandfather,” he said while reaching in his pocket. “It was purchased a few years before his death and it was for me to keep for you until the proper occasion presented itself.” He smiled proudly. “Grandpa often had his doubt about your final commitment. It’s a one-of-a-kind pocket watch from Piaget, with his newly invented movements.” 
 
    Philip was astounded, not only at the unusual watch in 18 karat gold casing, but very impressed by the diamond chain it hung on.  Though he was never much affected by any of the Reinhardts’ possessions until Aunt Lillian explained the importance to him, he took this generous gift with great pride, knowing his grandfather’s enormous love for him. 
 
    “For your wedding dear son, and your obsession with timekeeping,” Hannes added. 
 
    Philip was not fully convinced that his grandfather Karl would have accepted his new bride wholeheartedly. Though keeping his feelings well hidden, he was still seething with fury that his own mother had spoiled his big day. And while, so far, no one had even mentioned her name in one way or other, he was quite conscious of the fact that this was the only reason in doing so. 
 
    “I know what you are thinking, Philip,” Hannes said quietly, while both inspected the watch with great interest. “Believe it or not, poor Mother doesn’t know what she is doing. She is in bad shape and terribly unhappy.” 
 
    “While all of us here are terribly happy,” Philip finished the sentence, mocking bitterly. “But I, for one, will never forgive her, come what may. So please, Father, never ask me to do so,” he finished, somewhat calmer, and father and son let it go at that. 
 
    The soft chamber music could be heard from the great hall, with a few young couples still dancing the evening away. But the older generation sensed some tension all along. The forever-cheerful presence of Verena and Karl was terribly missed, though one of them could never be brought back. 
 
    Lillian interrupted the pleasant gathering, knowing that her time had finally come to take over. She announced cheerfully that a big New Year’s party with family and friends from both sides of the family would take place. 
 
    “Philip and his lovely wife,” she stressed loudly. “just told me that they would shorten their honeymoon to spend Christmas with us!” A spontaneous applause followed, with glowing faces already looking forward to the next great occasion. 
 
    Slowly, some guests began to leave, but not before they took one more look at the many displayed gifts, and were still very curious about Anette’s unopened gift boxes. 
 
    “All that looks so beautiful, special, and priceless seems to come from the bride’s family,” Countess Thalburg verified to her circle of close friends that stood nearby. “But some of us put our money together and gave her one of the finest French Orlov Trotters. Poor, dear Lady never even owned her own horse. Diplomats, you know. They have no choice but to take what’s offered to them and then only temporarily as they move around so much,” she sighed deeply and sorrowfully. 
 
    “They are usually offered the very best,” advised a nearby friend in the know. 
 
    Lillian, who couldn’t help but overhear the comments, was very amused. The new Mrs. Reinhardt had, as of now, a chance to call a dozen Lippizaners her very own.   
 
    The newlyweds said their many thanks and good-byes with a warm handshake. They decided to spend their first night in Philip’s own place before departing to the south of France and Switzerland. St. Moritz would be visited on their way home for their convenience, and Italy was reserved for some other time. After all, their life together was just beginning. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Anette was the last one to leave and vowed to Kurt and Lillian that she was already looking forward to their next party. Arriving in Alex’s bedroom, she held his hand tightly, telling him all about the great times she had with the Germans, regretting the Kronthalers’ future residence in Rome. She also elaborated about the fabulous wedding and reminded him again that nothing but peace reigned between Germany and Austria. “But,” she continued scornfully. “Verena should be horse whipped for embarrassing her very own small family while preaching about closeness to everyone else. On the other hand, I was glad she didn’t show up. I felt so free,” she concluded with a sly smirk on her tired face. She didn’t pick up a book, as she was in the process of changing her mind about the convent. 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Lotte decided to spend her next two nights at the Esslers’ guesthouse, as Kronthaler had the equal time to spare. They all had to catch up with the latest news. Manfred was now in Berlin in a special asylum with no chance of recovery. Her brother, Friedrich, was extremely generous towards Victoria’s wedding, giving many valuables from their own Gerlach estate, feeling his own children were less deserving. Also, Lotte had been shortchanged on her own wedding day, as no one cared for Manfred. 
 
    Ambassador von Ritter’s fervent hope also came to pass. His wish of a transfer anywhere else was approved, but once again not to his own liking. Stockholm was not only known for its endless, cold winters, but the Swedes themselves were cold the whole year towards any foreigner, especially Germans. His Excellency, wife and daughter had nothing but bitter regrets at having left a lovely city. 
 
    With everyone departed and the overnight guests in their designated rooms, Hannes, Kurt, and Lillian were now alone enjoying themselves with the latest gossip. 
 
    “Thanks to Lillian, it was a marvelous day,” Kurt confessed, with Hannes in full agreement. Both were removing their formalwear, looking for more comfort. 
 
    “I learned a lot in one day,” Hannes grinned broadly. “as I was mostly listening.” 
 
    “I heard more, myself, with Victoria close by and she was winking at me, but kept mum on any kind of guesswork, including all her gifts.” Lillian smiled with relish, still extremely grateful and relieved that everything went even better than planned. 
 
    “What an endearing girl! She was, in every way, everyone’s Princess,” Hannes said elatedly, trying his utmost to appear casual and pleased, though he was badly hurt by Verena’s absence. 
 
    “Also, our newly acquired relative, Lotte, along with the Kronthalers, made an everlastingly superb impression, chatting in the most flattering way with the old guard who wore their uniforms with a chest full of medals earned mostly against Prussia.” 
 
    It was now Kurt who chuckled. “For heaven’s sake, Hannes! They all looked rather comical, and in any case, more harmless than any of the attachés in the German Embassy.” They all laughed aloud, having little choice but to agree. “Anette. . . Of all the guests, Anette took to those few Germans like bees to honey! She ignored all of her relatives . . . us being the exception,” Kurt mused. “Now we have two unpredictable women to deal with brother Hannes!” His face turned to a somber expression, as by now he had read one of her letters and the contents were quite shocking. “Sorry, Hannes. I didn’t mean it badly.” 
 
    “It’s quite all right, Kurt. After all, we are alone and I would have talked about it myself as I need some advice from you, being completely unprepared how to deal with it. Verena plans to stay away from Vienna for quite some time to come. She is in the process of purchasing a new villa in Salzburg near the Mirabell’s garden and castle. She leaves our favorite chalet in the hands of caretakers until she decides what to do with it. We were always so happy there,” he said in distress. 
 
    “I hate to tell you, brother, but she bought one in the town of Ischl already, feeling she needs the health spas to be cured,” Lillian interjected. 
 
    “Cured from what? They are only hot springs! But maybe the daily walks on the Traun River will do her good. What else can I say or do?” Hannes sighed. 
 
    “The main thing is she comes to terms with herself,” Lillian soothed softly, but omitted mentioning that the new Villa is called ‘Villa Karl’. She will use it as sort of a shrine in memory of her Papa, Lillian suspected, and hoped for the sake of Hannes that time is again the healer. 
 
    “I have one more letter to read but decided on tomorrow. After all, I had in many other ways a great day.” He went to his own bedroom at the Esslers’ place, departing wordlessly with a pat on the shoulders of his sister and brother-in-law. It was always his own sign how much he appreciated both of them.  
 
    “I dread tomorrow already,” Lillian muttered resentfully to Kurt, her lips quivering lightly. “It will hit him the hardest.” 
 
    “What will?” 
 
    “That she doesn’t even permit her own son on any of her premises as long as he is married to the Prussian woman. Even Franz-Xavier thinks something is severely wrong with her, as she asked him about every possibility concerning an annulment between Philip and Victoria.” 
 
    “When did you find all that out?” Kurt stuttered slowly in surprise. “She couldn’t possibly mean it!” 
 
    “In her letter to me about a week ago. I kept it all to myself, not wanting to spoil anything. I am sure your relatives who put the bravest faces on know plenty too. Ischl is their preferred vacation spot. Don’t expect them to forgive Verena easily, especially now that they were all taken by Victoria’s loveliness, and reading Philip’s deep disappointment on his face. I think we all expected her to show up at the last moment. Now poor Hannes has to face that dilemma on top of everything else. Those are too many changes for him at one time,” she concluded in sadness. 
 
    Kurt put his arm around his dejected wife, wondering himself why such a special occasion had so many dark shadows lurking behind it. 
 
    “First my dearest Lillian, you are the bravest woman I have ever known.” 
 
    “No, only a great actress on occasion.” 
 
    He overlooked her remark. “Hannes, Philip, and Victoria will always have us Esslers on their side . . . along with uncountable other friends, may I add. But, be that as it may, the way I see it, Hannes will never stand for it. His son and his son’s wife will, as of now, come first. Verena may just as well prepare herself for it and get used to the idea! 
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    All of Vienna’s church bells had begun ringing only seconds apart, telling the celebrating city that the New Year of 1900 had finally arrived and promised to make a great entrance in spite of the usual misery. For the next few hours there would be only singing and dancing on every street and all happenings of years past, no matter how grievous, would be temporarily forgotten. As usual, St. Stephan’s Cathedral’s very own gigantic bell, affectionately known as ‘The Pummerin’, was the loudest. It had been manhandled with many hammers, as the string pulling may not only have caused the encasing tower to collapse but would also be responsible for any other damage. Since no changes were ever made to any symbolism the city had taken so close to their hearts, the daily ritual of pounding continued until a better solution would present itself. 
 
    Victoria, sitting near the fireplace, reflected at this late hour, on her last few years as a Reinhardt, wondering what the newly arrived century would have in store for Austria in general, and also for the future of the Reinhardts in particular. Having just handed her hungry twins, Peter and Paul, to the wet nurses, who, regardless of their own births several months ago, were still overflowing with milk, she glanced from time to time sideways while listening off and on to her mother-in-law, Verena, telling her stories about the different types of bells, focusing mainly on the ‘Pummerin’, and how Vienna got this huge bell in the first place. Victoria doubted whether Elizabeth would remember much of the stories. After all, she had just turned three on the last day of August. Well, if nothing else would capture her attention, the deafening noise coming through the tightly closed windows surely would. Two-year-old Gisela, however, slept through it all, just as it could be expected of her. She had been brought to the main parlor in case her older sister fell asleep. Then, Verena had at least one cradle nearby which would give her a chance to put her rocking and talking to some use.  
 
    As far as Victoria and Hannes were concerned, her weekly family visits were a more effective ‘cure’ for her than all the former therapeutic and other treatments in the famous spa of Ischl combined. Philip, however, saw it differently. He was still quite cross but tried very hard to hide his feelings from his family. But as with his own mother previously, one allowed him time and hoped he, too, would eventually come around.  
 
    At present, Hannes and Philip were at the Esslers’ New Year’s party. Both had promised, however, to return at the first opportunity, without appearing to be discourteous, though everyone attending would have fully understood. Verena, having spent her first Christmas very happy and relaxed among her newly arrived family, wanted no part of any festivities quite yet. Her four-year long absence had raised many questions and she was in no mood to give any answers, providing she had any to begin with.  
 
    Victoria, on the other hand, had no choice in the matter. Her reasons were well-known among the guests, whose prayers were still with her. The birth of her twins was not only five weeks premature but proved to be extremely difficult in every possible way. Although there were two experienced midwives in attendance trying their utmost to save the tiny premature twins, her very own life had barely hung on a thread. The labor pains came fast and unexpectedly. Doctor Reinhardt was in the midst of a life-threatening operation, otherwise he could have been summoned and there never would have been any question whose life would have taken priority, regardless of the Holy Church’s strict opposition. Even Father Christopher had been called, who had been in the adjoining room with Verena, clutching her trembling hand. She had talked obsessively about her own mother’s death at childbirth, avoiding, however, any comparison.  
 
    “Papa would have been so much happier with his beautiful wife than with his homely daughter,” she moaned quietly, in tears.  
 
    “Verena, you were the best thing that ever happened to Papa!” the priest rebuked firmly.   
 
    “Well, if one would consider his life alone with Alex, I’d have to agree. The wonderful man deserved better than that.” 
 
    She was not able to go into her habitual details, as a haggard but overjoyed Philip entered and proudly exclaimed, “We have two tiny, but otherwise healthy sons! The midwives performed a miracle! My dear wife and I agreed on Peter and Paul.”  
 
    “But how is Victoria’s health?” Verena questioned, visibly worried.   
 
    “Poor thing had an extremely hard time, but she is going to be just fine. We also got two wet nurses in a hurry,” he smiled, relieved. 
 
    “Thanks to our midwives, November 15th will always be remembered as the date of the answer to all our prayers,” the priest sighed, with Verena replying, “Especially mine!” with big tears running down her cheeks. 
 
    Philip paused for a moment to catch his breath, looking towards his mother. “Well, at least the name of Reinhardt is secured, and hopefully for generations to come.” 
 
    “I haven’t wasted one single thought on a line of continuance. We Reinhardts were always good about adopting children. Right, Father Christopher?” she cut Philip short and reminded the priest that he was one of them. 
 
    “Now that you bring it up, Mother, even by taking the name of Christopher instead of ours, he has come in quite handy lately. Of course, my wedding was undoubtedly the highlight of his calling,” he laughed, tongue in cheek. 
 
    “Don’t overlook your parents. This was my very first,” said Father Christopher, smiling. “And I will never forget how nervous I was, either,” he added cheerfully. 
 
    “And then came Lillian and Kurt, minutes apart, just to name a few more,” Verena replied in haste, fully aware that it was her son’s chance to rub his own wedding in. 
 
    “Dear Franz-Xavier, are you that old already?” Philip said, pinching his cheek in jest, before excusing himself to be at his wife’s side. 
 
    Even now, six weeks later, Victoria was facing a few exploratory operations. Vienna’s world-famous school of medicine devoted an enormous amount of time and money in trying to prevent the all too frequently occurring deaths during the birth of a child. With its leading surgeon being none other than Hannes himself, who carefully selected the best scientists in the field of medicine from all over Europe, the Reinhardts’ shrewd insight and their generous donations, the school of medicine would remain in the most capable hands. He was convinced that all the many benefactors of generations past would be glowing with pride. The progress of this selfless undertaking was tremendous, as anything else would have never been accepted. Many of those men had sacrificed their own lives to give health to others. Verena’s own deformity at birth, which became by the age of fifteen unnoticeable, was living proof that all those many efforts and projects were well worth it and would never be in vain. 
 
    Now the only two remaining and equally well-known Mrs. Reinhardts, although each one for their own reason, sat by the fireplace still listening to the fading sound of the Pummerin, as it was also known as the bell that always had the last word. 
 
    “Now remember, Elisabeth, the most important year was 1683,” Victoria heard Verena repeat several times. “And the bad Turks always invaded the good Austrians,” she impressed very strongly, while stroking her grandchild’s dark, curly hair. Victoria was always astounded at the Reinhardts’ inbred belief that a child can never be taught too early or too much. 
 
    Again, Victoria put her many reflections back to where she left off, and her thoughts went now even further back to her honeymoon. Their trip had gone exactly as planned, and while she was astonished with every luxurious hotel she had encountered, she was more amazed that Philip knew everyone, right down to the last servant’s name and also inquired about their families as well. They had all appeared to be overjoyed at his interest and answered very respectfully, while looking at his beautiful wife and stammering their congratulations. 
 
    “We came here during the cold months very frequently, Father staying only a very few days of course, while Mother, Papa, and I stayed always with good friends, weather permitting. Her household, his work, and my factories did quite well without us,” he had said in his usual nonchalant way. Also, the owners of various hotels they went on to visit had greeted both with reverence and expressed, at the same time, their deepest regrets about Karl Reinhardt’s death, and wondered about his mother, knowing their extremely close father-daughter relationship. 
 
    “She’s very poorly. One has to give that desolate woman lots of time,” had been his usual polite reply, never giving any indication of the great friction in his family. Victoria, who spoke only French while still struggling with the mastery of Austria’s strong dialect, was always in awe at the great luxuries right down to the finest food and rooms. She envisioned that in their future together, many more of those pleasant encounters would follow. Time had just seemed to fly by like one long holiday, without a day of worry other than what to wear for the different occasions which presented themselves. Philip would always be at hand with his own few words of advice, making sure his admired wife always looked her very best. Since money was no object, they had kept quite a few designers and dressmakers busy, as fashions reached very high peaks. Lillian’s abundant gifts of perfectly matching jewelry were always the talk of the evening but never without a tinge of great envy. One just didn’t own that much. 
 
    Her very own highlight, however, had been that of skating with Philip at St. Moritz’s ice rink. It presented a truly breathtaking view no matter where one looked, and she wished that those wonderful times would never come to an end, or until she had an opportunity to share it someday with her own mother, Lotte. 
 
    Christmas had followed and was lavishly celebrated, but only with immediate family like Hannes and a more presentable Anette in attendance. Verena, of course, had still been in Salzburg and Ischl. Sadly enough, it was supposed to be the Kronthalers last Christmas there, as a transfer to Rome and a promotion to Ambassador was awaiting him the following year, and they hoped and expressed sincerely, while giving their traditional toasts, that all the present family would spend the following Christmas at their place in Rome, as an ambassador usually never lacks space, luxury, or servants. But so far, Victoria had either been pregnant or nursing a child, and no one would even think to go anywhere without her. Therefore, the Kronthalers had no other choice but to return faithfully every year, as Italy not only celebrated Christmas on January 6th, but was in every other way different too. Their old-fashioned German-Austrian holidays were almost a must with the Esslers. Although they liked Rome, they would miss Vienna terribly and said that, of all people, Ambassador von Ritter did the same. He would be retiring the following year to Berlin, but not without embarrassment. His daughter had given birth to a son and had a short-lived marriage of barely a year to show for it. 
 
    “That man is devastated as he really was looking forward to settling down in his beloved city with great honor,” Irma Kronthaler had concluded with malicious pleasure. After all, they knew the man better than most of his former employees. 
 
    Victoria tried to come up with some comparison between Verena Reinhardt’s family and von Ritter’s, but could only conclude that there was solely one similarity. His Excellency and her mother-in-law never acknowledged the birth of their first grandchild . . . and in her case also the second. But everything else was very different. Her first daughter, Elisabeth Charlotte, had been born August 31, 1896, and it was an easy birth by any standard. 
 
    “We will have sons in time,” she had promised to a delighted Philip, who expected many more. The following year had brought quite a few changes. It was their first big move from the late Robert’s villa to Karl’s dream house. The tall, imposing and elegant building needed almost two years of renovation to resemble in every way the former place, as well as adding comfort to their own liking. Philip, being a shrewd businessman, made the Auersbachs pay for it all. They were wealthy but would spend their inheritance on racetracks, casinos, and loose women. Their yearly imposed rent set by the late Karl Reinhardt was laughable, as even slum dwellers paid more. But since there was never any need, it had continued for the sake of the memory of his friend George. 
 
    However, even Papa Reinhardt had noticed that George’s descendants were a big disappointment during the later years of his life. But, as in all families, there were those exceptions who one never spoke to or never entered the mansion or the marketplace, but continued George’s lifestyle in Lindenfels. It was well known that for years, there were two sets of Auersbachs. No sooner had the decoration of a new and modern nursery been completed, another baby made her entrance on September 10th, 1897. They had called her Gisela very carefully, after reviewing Reinhardts cut off every family tree and diaries that went along with every newborn Reinhardt. The name had been considered outrageous in the sixteenth century, as one had never heard of it before. It was strongly suspected to be Prussian or French. The Reinhardts must have loved the name regardless of its origin and never wasted a thought about changing it. Somehow, their stubbornness remained to this day, as only their own opinion counted. 
 
    On the first of May, 1898, there had been an unexpected miscarriage which the midwives attributed to her riding and horse jumping. Philip, too, had been very upset for more than one reason. The miscarried baby had been a boy. Again, Victoria promised to have many, many more. At the very first sign of her pregnancy the following year, she followed Hannes’ strict orders of much rest and daily walks on Philip’s arm. As far as she was concerned, it had become a boring routine, as resting was not her forte. 
 
    The only other news was that Alex finally left this world. If anything came out of this mysterious condition, it was nothing short of making inexplicable medical history. He was always referred to as the living king of death, though he would have preferred to be remembered as the living general of death. The only grieving one had been Anette, who was pondering what to do with her new, but even lonelier life. Her once fervent desire to become a nun after Alex’s death had ceased. She was, therefore, overcome with joy when asked to look after Gisela and also chosen to be the girls’ godmother. The present nanny had had an operation and was recovering. Anette proved once more that somehow, she was highly valued and trusted completely with any task that was in need of someone who took responsibility very seriously. By the end of August, Victoria had been told to expect twins. She was elated and hoped for at least one boy. Philip, however, was almost paranoid with worry. He decided instantly that one room would have all the advantages of a delivery room and had it modified so that it would have all the features of a hospital. A gynecologist had been summoned four weeks before the birth, as twins are known to arrive early. Hannes had the last word on everything. No sooner than Gisela’s nanny was well again, Anette had been asked to look after Victoria’s well-being and to follow only Doctor Reinhardt’s orders, including relating every suggestion from the gynecologist to him. 
 
    “Anette, I beg of you to watch my wife’s every move,” Philip pleaded, while she was ready to jump for joy at his offer. “Don’t look so aghast, Anette. You know very well how my grandmother died,” he uttered grimly. “She fell after taking one wrong step, and our lives were never the same again.” 
 
    “Philip, I pride myself on having a nursing license and six years of extensive schooling.” 
 
    “All right,” he interrupted, “never forget it! Even for a single moment!” 
 
    “Sorry, Philip. You are absolutely right,” she admitted hastily. 
 
    “Well, as long as we understand each other, Anette. I couldn’t ask for a more dedicated woman. Now make yourself feel at home.” He smiled, relieved. 
 
    “I always did feel at home, Philip. That’s what I’ve always loved about the Reinhardts… one is never a stranger.” She smiled gratefully, once again showing her pearly white teeth. 
 
    During all those four years, not a letter had arrived from Verena, neither to Philip, Anette, or God forbid, Victoria. Hannes was usually kept up to date with matters of little or no interest to him, as the Habsburger society still dominated the Spa of Ischl. But she still sent instructions to the head housemaids in Vienna and Lindenfels, as if in residence. This gesture was very pleasing to Hannes as he loved both places enough not to have them in any way neglected, yet cared very little in giving orders to what he considered a woman’s domain. 
 
    Verena was still spending her time walking the quays of Ischl or Salzburg, visiting the gardens and attending concerts, depending on her moods. For Elsa, who by now was completely bedridden, a reliable nurse had been summoned to stay with her. As always, it was Reinhardts’ very own gesture to show their appreciation to their most trusted servants who had served as confidants as well. Her niece, Marlene, had taken over where Elsa had left off and after each return from a walk, both sat with her and held her bony, outstretched hands. 
 
    As for Hannes, he would spend every available hour with his family, as both of the Esslers never missed a day of visiting either their children or their grandchildren. Everything else was put aside except the horses. Elisabeth already got her first lesson on a cute pony by the name of Dear Heart, and Gisela was looking forward to her entrance into the world of horses, sitting on their laps and riding with Kurt or Lillian at every opportunity to get the feel of it. Hannes was pleased with this perfect setup. It gave meaning to his otherwise lonely life, which existed only to be among the sick, the dying, or the dead, whose bodies were waiting to be taken care of by equally lonely, but very dedicated doctors and scientists who fully shared his passion. Since Verena had never given him a hint of invitation or expressed any desire to see him again, Hannes responded likewise. He mostly announced joyfully the birth of each girl and went into the usual details of weight, height, and eye color, but mostly of his gratefulness at their well-being, as it was of utmost importance to a man like him. Then came Victoria’s miscarriage, and he underlined the crucial essence of her good health, which would enable her to have more children. He may just as well have written about the prolonged and unusually cold weather, as her next letter sounded like a forecast from an almanac. This had made him not only extremely angry, but he felt very deeply hurt as well. It was, after all, her family too. His reply came in the form of a short note. In it, he vowed to stop writing as of now until she put an end to her unreasonable behavior, and that her conduct reminded him of that of a spoiled child who had always gotten his way previously, and that no one in her circle of family or friends would ever forgive her. 
 
    Victoria was again interrupted by her many conflicting thoughts when she heard Verena tell the waiting governess to take sleeping Elisabeth to her room, but not before instructions to inform her grandchild that it was Prince Eugen who had defeated the Turks, and they had, in their haste to save their lives, left all the cannons. That great catch of hardware was melted and after years of hard labor, the Pummerin became the largest bell in St. Stephan’s Cathedral. 
 
    “I will make sure, Mrs. Reinhardt,” she replied with her usual slight bow. “but may I also tell her that they left, in their retreat, many bags of coffee beans and a great amount of baked croissants. Our hungry soldiers had a feast, as some coffee was already prepared.” 
 
    “As you wish, Agathe, as long as it’s not flattering about those devils. Now have a happy New Year,” she said in a kindly but dismissing tone and manner. 
 
    “Well, well. Our two men should arrive any minute now,” Verena said a bit nervously. “It’s half past one already.” 
 
    “Why don’t you both spend the night here? It would be a pleasure to have you,” Victoria invited kindly. 
 
    But Verena, although very pleased with the sincere offer, declined politely. “Our place is only a few minutes away.” She neglected, however, to tell Victoria how often she had begged Philip to bring his family for a visit to their place, but so far, he had always declined and only visited his father at the hospital on a regular basis. 
 
    “There we have 1900 already,” she started again, very eager to strike up a meaningful conversation with her daughter-in-law. She was surprised at how quiet and pensive Victoria was, not at all her usual self, joining in any conversation between grandmother and Elisabeth. 
 
    “Are you homesick, Victoria?” 
 
    “Only for my mother, Madame.” 
 
    “And not for Berlin? It is a very beautiful city.” 
 
    “Not in the least. I only lived there four years before our departure for Vienna, and my memories from those years are not very happy ones. It was a bad time for my family, as my brother defied my father’s wishes to stay for any length of time in a military school,” she admitted honestly with a sigh. “He refused to make the military his career. He aspired to be a musician and acquired a bad reputation along the way.” 
 
    “How sad,” Verena said, as she knew all about Oscar already due to her careful investigation into the von Wintersbergs. “But where were you born?” She had somehow forgotten that one. 
 
    “In Munich, Madame. It was Father’s first assignment, as Prussian attaché, and two years later Germany was united and we went to Paris.” 
 
    “Consequently, your flawless French. I always wondered about it.” 
 
    “Mother and I always spoke French, regardless of where we lived. After all, it is the language of diplomats, and therefore, my Father never objected. German has always been my second language, but Philip and I plan to do the exact opposite with our children.” 
 
    “So my husband tells me. I think it’s wonderful!” she said, visibly pleased. “Philip also speaks Italian and some Latin, although not as perfect as his brother did,” Verena added. It was the first time she had acknowledged anything about his brother. Mostly, she restricted herself to two sons and went no further. 
 
    Victoria could have answered, “Philip and I speak it almost as well.” However, his Latin was a bit ahead of hers, and she knew that in time Verena would find out anyhow. So, she asked the more obvious question pertaining to a language. “May I ask you how well I am doing so far with my Austrian dialect? I detect once in a while some slight snickers on certain faces, though never in a way that would ridicule me,” Victoria asked with great interest. 
 
    “You are trying very hard, dear Victoria, and it shows. A dialect has always been the most inflexible language to master, if it’s possible at all. It seems it’s somehow right at your tongue almost before you are able to speak the first words. I only have to listen to any of our servants, as they have not been born here. Their own parents, who mostly came from Slavic countries, have had a very hard time, even after many years of living with us. My dear, late grandmother Stephany was a great exception. But then again, her mother was from Vienna. Whenever you find the time, you should read her diaries. They will tell you a lot about this great woman and how our family lived and also suffered,” she sighed. “But coming back to your question. You speak a beautiful combination of Austrian and German, and I bet that in time you will be imitated by many,” she laughed heartily and continued in a more somber tone. “I was told just recently that your father had passed away. Now that your mother is alone and you both are very close, why don’t you ask her to come here for a lengthy visit? Lillian told me she loves Vienna!” 
 
    “As far as my late father was concerned, it was a great relief because he died in an asylum without recognizing anyone. But Mother has come to visit us twice a year, Madame, except for the past year.” 
 
    “I had no idea,” she interrupted, stunned and slowly wondering if she had been the reason after returning from four years absence. A wife, mother, and grandmother just doesn’t behave that way. Victoria, having watched her expression, replied very gently that her mother’s brother, Frederic, had been in desperate need of her mother’s help. 
 
    “Illness?” 
 
    “Yes, Madame. He was diagnosed with bone cancer.” 
 
    “I am truly sorry to hear that,” she whispered sadly, but Victoria was still not quite sure if she meant it. After all, Uncle Frederic was a Prussian. 
 
    “But even if and when he is gone, Mother has no intention of residing in Vienna.” 
 
    “I thought both of you loved our city? Or was I misinformed?” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with our love for the city at all. She would be only a German parvenu, possibly suspected to live off my money which is actually the Reinhardts’ money. Neither she, nor I, would ever stand for it. We are, if nothing else, a very proud family,” she said with unmistakable finality. Since Verena was totally taken by surprise and unable to give a proper response, she switched in a great hurry to her favorite topic: The Dreadful von Walden’s. 
 
    “It was exactly fifty years ago and I would say almost to the hour, when my dear late Papa found his sister Christina murdered, no thanks to those dreadful and vicious von Waldens. And my dear and beloved grandfather died an hour later, the von Waldens being the cause of that too. Not to mention my poor, suffering grandmother. I was barely six years old, but I remember everything like it had happened just yesterday.” 
 
    “I, too, remember certain problems that far back, Madame,” Victoria responded truthfully, but felt great relief after hearing Hannes’ and Philip’s noisy footsteps. Verena’s never-ending story about her family’s bitter feud with their enemy, the von Waldens, dated back to the beginning of the sixteenth century over a land dispute, each claiming the other had cheated. She was convinced by now that each of her children would be able to understand that the Reinhardt tradition of malice towards the von Waldens was to be upheld at any cost. 
 
    “And how was the party Hannes?” Verena questioned in a happy mood. 
 
    “They all wished that our two lovely ladies could have been there with us. Otherwise, it was the usual. Nothing new,” Hannes sighed, glad to be home. 
 
    “Nothing new?” Philip interceded, laughing. “Poor Anette tried for the longest time to escape old Hagen’s attention. He followed her all over the place. Didn’t you notice, Father?” 
 
    He only shook his head, surprised. “I talked to Doctor Lang about the newest procedures and progress on operations concerning diphtheria,” he replied, still occupied with their conversation about this contagious disease. 
 
    “That’s not surprising,” Verena said proudly, before turning her attention to Anette’s situation. “I have never cared for Hagen, even in his younger years. It still escapes my mind why the Esslers always have him on their guest list.” 
 
    Victoria and Philip had no answer for it as they were in a playful embrace, wishing each other a very happy 1900. Moments later, Hannes and Verena were in the same position and both couples winked at each other fondly. 
 
    Once more, Victoria’s mind ricocheted back to Verena’s unexpected arrival during the midsummer. True, there had been an awkward period of silence with a painful look at each other’s faces, but since one of their mottos was ‘only good people can love profoundly and forgive each other’, they had no trouble achieving it moments later. But she would never forget Philip’s stunned reaction. His tightly closed lips were full of disdain, to say the least. He had not only been confused, but had waited for his mother to make the first move. 
 
    “I am fully aware that I am the one who must do penance,” she had remarked rather casually for someone having been so long in the wrong. Philip had greeted her with no particular emotion, but wasted no time in introducing Victoria proudly as his wife. Victoria, in turn, gave a formal and courteous handshake, like greeting an old diplomat’s wife of whom one had heard so much about for many years and had finally had a chance to meet. 
 
    “For the past six months, I have been seeing a psychiatrist who has helped me a great deal in seeing my many faults,” Verena said, glancing uneasily at Philip, who had only shrugged with great indifference. 
 
    Ever since that fateful day, nothing much had changed between mother and son, and Hannes was trying his utmost to bring them together, like in the good old days. But according to Philip, there were not as many good old days as his father had always imagined. 
 
    “You know what my sweet little daughter Elisabeth said after I wished her a Happy New Year?” Philip said, excited after his return from the nursery. “As usual, she put her little arms around me tightly, and made the sound of our Pummerin and called the Turks ‘BAD MEN! I wonder who told her that story,” he said, looking towards his mother. 
 
    “You see, Madame, our little girl remembers certain things already. Now we have to tell her about Prince Eugen, the noble knight,” Victoria said playfully. “I would prefer you wait until she is a bit older.” 
 
    Philip smirked. “And have me present! The highly praised and legendary Prince, with feudal buildings erected in his honor, was nothing but a poor soldier from France whose own country didn’t want him to serve them. Austria, on the other hand, was bleeding to death and searching for any volunteer stupid enough to die for an Emperor from a foreign land!” Philip fumed. 
 
    “In time, I would have told her that too,” Verena replied tartly. “We Reinhardts always acknowledge the shortcomings of Austria.”   
 
    Philip was ready to tell some other news and ignored her last remark, also knowing that Victoria had heard plenty about those dreadful von Waldens by now, who were responsible for every bit of distress his mother had to endure. “The latest sad news is that Baron von Walden’s wife died in childbirth on Christmas Eve.” 
 
    “Which one of them, since there are so many?” Verena asked. 
 
    “Andrea,” Hannes interrupted. “She was the best of all the von Waldens.” Before Verena had a chance to say that there are no good von Waldens, he continued. “It happened in our hospital and it’s so very sad.” 
 
    “Why are you sad? I am sure that man will remarry after the mandatory mourning period, and have a dozen more. He has one son already and I hear he is a holy terror.” 
 
    “There is only one family left in Lindenfels, Mother.” 
 
    “Good to know,” she snapped. 
 
    “We’d better leave Verena. It’s getting quite late,” Hannes suggested, looking at his watch. He knew only too well where a discussion about any of the von Waldens would lead. 
 
    The short ride to their own mansion passed wordlessly. Verena’s thoughts were with her testy son, Philip, and while she had to admit he was very handsome, she felt that he took after his father in looks only. He couldn’t even be compared to her own Papa, who until his old age, looked not only considerably younger, but, like her own husband, he showed more class. That opinion was always being disputed, but nevertheless, it was her own. She always encountered better looking men, whether in Salzburg or in Ischl. The high season of both places, which were famous for music and theater, attracted Europe’s nobility and elite year after year. The way she saw it, many even behaved much less arrogantly and were comparably more gracious towards their families. Even the highly sophisticated Nordmanns, who enjoyed socializing with many Princes and Dukes, were more genteel towards her when she encountered them on her daily walks. What could a radiant, beautiful, refined, and highly intelligent lady, who also belonged on her mother’s side to one of Germany’s old nobility, have seen in Philip? His charm? His ever-present sense of humor? Or his total indifference? Certainly not his wealth, because she was in no way after money or social status, always putting her family life above anything else. Despite her four children and a miscarriage in five years, she looked fabulous and could have passed for twenty. She was truly a combination of Stephany and Louise. It was the only perception Lillian ever got right in sizing up a lady instead of a mare. 
 
    Her smile turned to a laugh, forcing Hannes to inquire about it. “I just thought about your sister. It was the very first time she gave the most accurate description of anyone; and I am referring to our beautiful daughter-in-law. In these few short months of knowing her, I am extremely fond of that girl. I have discovered, after each of my visits, more of those so-called cardinal virtues,” she mused happily. 
 
    “The house of Reinhardt is once more in the best hands. No one was ever worried about that, Verena. It’s only very regrettable that you missed out on four years of joy, love, and togetherness,” he said with a cracked voice, thinking that her late father Karl Reinhardt did exactly the same, although for entirely different reasons. 
 
    “I agree,” she admitted for the first time. 
 
    “But nevertheless,” Hannes added with a grim look. “you and Philip must find a way to come to terms. I cannot go on like this. Victoria and I are trying so hard to have a lovely family. We just don’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “Ha!” she replied, somewhat furious for getting blamed. “He is even less polite when you are not around. Never even wastes a look at me on my visits. He disappears into one of the other rooms, right after giving me a small nod, like throwing a beggar a morsel of bread!” 
 
    Hannes didn’t answer. There was nothing to say that he hadn’t said already. He now tried to make himself comfortable with a glass of wine, sighing sadly before taking the first sip. Verena had slammed the door to her bedroom right after they entered their place. Hannes had to defend Philip’s behavior about his spoiled wedding day, where he had looked at times so disappointed and forlorn, hoping against all odds for his mother to arrive at the last moment. That alone would have made his day complete. 
 
    “Don’t ever expect me to forgive her for that!” rang in his ears. But there was still much more. Even after the arrival of her grandchildren, she never wavered and returned only when she was good and ready. Elsa’s death was possibly one of the reasons. The other involved her own timing of her Papa’s four-year absence. “Now she has no choice but to pay for it, as most people do, who deliberately make horrendous decisions and regret them,” he thought to himself. But he hoped, nevertheless, that the year of 1900 would bring reconciliation, or at least start a process of healing, regardless of how slow. Taking his own experiment as an example . . . the remedy has to start with the willingness to forgive. His first priority was, therefore, to stop their customary one-on-one talks, regardless of how much they were enjoyed, but to make it a one-on-three talk. After all, Verena was not only his wife, but also Philip’s mother and his children’s grandmother. And she liked Victoria as much as she would have liked any daughter-in-law. Since their first encounter, she had had nothing but praise for her. Therefore, peace in the family had to be restored. 
 
    Philip, too, was in dire need of a glass of something stronger than their traditional punch once his parents had departed. He asked his wife, who still relaxed near the window, to join him but she politely declined. 
 
    “Well, well! The snowflakes and the people down below are still dancing,” she responded gaily.   
 
    He overlooked her observation, as he was still wound up, and deeply disturbed after his father’s revelation concerning her health on the way home from their New Years’ party. “Her condition will only worsen unless something is done, and the sooner the better.” Those were his exact words as he descended the sled. Not quite knowing where to begin, he needed a great amount of courage to confront Victoria regarding their ever-growing problem of still sharing the same bedroom. Since such matters resulted usually in injury or humiliation on the part of one or the other spouse, it was usually a subject not to be talked about and one pretended that everything was all right. Therefore, the still singing and dancing crowd suited him perfectly to a certain point. It created a bit of lighter atmosphere in which to have a serious conversation, which was long overdue. 
 
    “You look extremely beautiful, Victoria. So sorry you couldn’t be with us tonight,” he started, having no idea where it would lead or how it would end. “Green is my favorite color on you; although I love you in every other color also. Black may be the exception, though you look very good in black as well. I guess it’s just the sad memories that go with it,” he continued in his usual clumsy way, while admiring her in a deep green velvet gown embroidered heavily with gold-threaded flowers. His late grandmother’s emeralds adorned the low neckline, bringing back, momentarily, all the memories of five years ago. 
 
    “Thank you, Philip, but I have the distinct feeling your mixture of wine, along with your polished compliments, is leading somewhere other than the latest creation of a well-known couturier. Please don’t try to fool me. Something is bothering you, so why not try to speak honestly about it, even if it is difficult. We are, after all, not only two civilized human beings, but you married one of the most understanding women . . . to a certain point,” she added quickly with her ever-present smile, indicating that she would remain nothing less than a German aristocrat ready for anything, no matter how painful the outcome. With his face now having taken on a tormented look, not knowing how much she already knew or suspected, he got up, pacing from one side of the room to the other, hoping that everything would fall in place as the night progressed. 
 
    “Philip,” she sighed, ready to get a different matter off her chest. “I hate to interrupt your undoubtedly carefully prepared discussion between us, but, please—” she stressed, pleading. “try to be a bit more cordial towards your mother, not only for the sake of our children, who in time will detect this deep friction, but your poor father seems to suffer a great deal. Don’t overlook the fact that she gave that wonderful man thirty-five years of great happiness, not counting the last four of course,” she concluded. 
 
    “I will give it a try… or let’s say I’ll try harder.” 
 
    “As you were about to say, Philip! So sorry I had to interrupt your thoughts.”  He waved his hand as if it didn’t matter. 
 
    “Yes, Victoria—” He began to stammer, nervously glancing out the window. “On the way back, father told me how ill you are, and this coming year, which has just begun, may bring at least one or two operations. I must admit, I was not aware of your overall condition.” His great discomfort was quite visible when he continued. “Aside from the fact that there won’t be any more children, which is the least of my worries since we already have four healthy ones, I have paid very little attention, though I should have, as you never mentioned any discomfort or pain. I always thought that four children in four years is more than any Reinhardt produced in the last three centuries and let it go at that. I only mentioned it knowing how many more you wanted to have.” 
 
    “Only because I love children,” she admitted. “But I never planned to imitate Empress Maria-Theresa with her sixteen offspring.” 
 
    “Who would want that large of a brood to begin with?” Philip countered. 
 
    “Many of the so-called devout Catholics,” she assured him, forgetting momentarily that she was a convert. “But once those children were born, they didn’t know quite what to do with them,” she added bemused. 
 
    “Knowing our many servants and employees, I think I can answer that! The poor ones have them so that in later years they can help their parents to supplement their meager income.” He neglected to mention that if a woman refused, the man would go have his pleasure somewhere else. “And the wealthy ones,” He persisted. “hand them over to their staff. In my case, dear Elsa was more my mother, although I was lucky in having Aunt Lillian, Uncle Kurt, and the late Uncle Robert to whom I owe my success, aside from my generous inheritance and, of course, Papa Karl!” he smiled as Lillian and Kurt were still around, nevermind his busy father, with whom he only spends quality time whenever his schedule permits. 
 
    “I craved the same love and attention my mother showered day in and day out on my brother Stephan; his deplorable condition being only an excuse to neglect me! As if she couldn’t love two sons the same way.” He turned solemnly towards her and said softly, “You on the other hand, are the best mother.” 
 
    Victoria interrupted. “And it is the motherly part in me . . . that’s what you are trying to tell me about.  Aren’t you, Philip?” 
 
    He looked crushed and guilty simultaneously, only giving a deep sigh, being deeply troubled, as he was by now convinced that she had known all along about his visits to his former bordellos again. If he could only make her somehow understand. 
 
    “But my preference for motherhood should please men like you to no end! It gives you a sort of justification for permanent infidelity. Explore anew the territories you had to leave behind for a while upon marriage, though I hate to think for how long!” she said triumphantly. 
 
    “No, it does not, Victoria! There is no justification for breaking a vow. Some of us have weak characters, while others remain strong. All the Reinhardt men before me were known to be monogamous. When my trusting father asked me this evening to continue for the next few months in total abstinence, I could have died a thousand times in utter shame! He is never to find out, Victoria. Nor Lillian and Kurt. It would kill them! That’s why I came to you . . . not that it makes it any easier, but it concerns only you and me,” he moaned, miserable and beside himself with guilt, also unsure about the outcome of his confession and request to keep it to herself. 
 
    He took the offered seat across from her with a tortured face and pounding heart. His eyes almost bored into hers, while she returned his stare wordlessly, trying to analyze his confession and what was about to come. She was upset by his plea to protect his father and the Esslers at any cost. It was evident that his mother still didn’t matter. ‘It would kill them’ echoed still in her mind, while she was without a doubt expected to forgive and go on living like the rest of Vienna’s society had for centuries. The husband enjoyed his life both ways while the wife closed her eyes. Loose morals by mutual consent. Once more, her thoughts turned to Empress Maria-Theresia for an example; a great woman who was permanently pregnant and who obviously never denied her husband’s desires. Yet she, too, closed her eyes to her very beloved husband Franz’s many known trysts!  
 
    Philip was still waiting patiently for any kind of reply, giving her all the time needed to sort things out. He held both of her hands in his caressing them, looking at the ever-present ruby ring he had slipped on her finger on their first Christmas together. It was to represent his undying love for her and last forever. Now he struggled bitterly to come to terms with himself, having hurt and betrayed her in the worst way. 
 
    “Victoria,” he whispered, putting her right hand on his cheek. “will you at least tell me for how long you have known or suspected?” 
 
    “Suspected? For quite some time, but I kept on fooling myself, taking you at your word that I was the only woman you couldn’t live without!” 
 
    “And that is the God’s honest truth!” he pledged sincerely. 
 
    This time she managed a faint but malicious smile of outright disbelief. “The suspicion started two months before Elisabeth was born!” 
 
    He turned white and started to stammer. “Oh, my God! Why didn’t you question me even one time?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to force you to lie to me, as I thought it was only temporary and would pass. But I knew for sure when you kissed me ever so gratefully,” she uttered in scorn. “for giving two fine and healthy sons to the house of Reinhardt. Imagine my excruciating pain in smelling cheap perfume on you!” He put both his hands in front of his face in utter shame. “All my many hours of labor, the loss of blood, the worried look of my midwives, and the unbearable birth pains were child’s play in comparison to the agony you have inflicted on me. What was supposed to be a sigh of relief and joy at the arrival of both sons—” She paused. “Frankly speaking, I wish I had died right then and there! Whatever little was left of my feelings for you was gone. I cannot explain it any better than this.” 
 
    “Oh, my God!” he lamented over and over again, utterly bereft and desolate, still holding his hands on his face, as he was unable to look at her. “What could you have possibly thought?” he mumbled, shaking his head in disbelief continuously. 
 
    “Thought, Philip? I was not able to think clearly to a certain point. I reacted on sheer instinct like a wounded animal . . . although the parallel is different.” She gulped as though she were grasping for air. “I thought, and I swore it on my dear children’s’ lives, that you would never ever touch me again, as God is my witness.” 
 
    If he was devastated before, at this moment he was completely destroyed, taking her promise as an oath. She was always a woman who said what she meant and meant what she said. It was one of the great qualities he loved about her. But now, he knew the bedroom door would be closed forever. “You have no idea, nor will you ever be able to understand, how utterly ashamed and sorry I am. If there were only one thing on this earth to ease the pain I have caused you, you know I would do it.” 
 
    “What a pleasant surprise, Philip! I already doubted your conscience, as most philanderers are completely devoid of it,” she sighed sadly. “Therefore, the Reinhardts’ upbringing and example may have paid off after all! You stated just minutes ago that their patriarchs were always the best example of morality,” she mocked. 
 
    “True, Victoria. But the last of the Reinhardts was Otto and he died in 1850. His only daughter, Christina, was murdered by a von Walden and his lover. After that, the branches of Count von Dorn took over, better known as the ‘Casanovas of Vienna’,” he lamented. “Someday you will have a chance to read all our well-kept diaries. While their lowdown behavior never affected his son, my grandfather Karl, nor his daughter Verena, my mother,” he gulped. “Alex was a problem until his injury in 1866, and God only knows, if I inherited their low morals, we were sure Alex had inherited General von Dorn’s fanaticism about the military. I may be cursed with everything wrong there is to inherit. How else can I explain to myself that I am capable of so deeply hurting my wife?” he said, almost teary-eyed. “The only woman I have truly loved. And that statement I, too, swear on the life of my dear children.” 
 
    For some inexplicable reason she wanted to believe him. Once more he was taking both of her hands in his and asking to be forgiven, waiting for Victoria to say at least one kind word, but she never did. It was quiet like a grave for quite some time before he jumped up and burst out with an idea. 
 
    “I am going to see Father Christopher.” 
 
    “At this hour?” she asked, completely dumbfounded. 
 
    “Yes, Victoria, now! I am finally ready to confess my sins. As a priest and uncle, he will be glad to see me at any hour. Aside from that, he has to set me straight on a few things. I never bothered to pay any attention when he told me constantly, and right to my face, that I am a ‘narcissist,’ as was his favorite verdict about everyone I kept company with. I also want to get to know myself. I am determined to start over, Victoria,” he insisted with his ever-present charm and engaging smile, taking spontaneously her shoulders in his arms. 
 
    “Victoria, my dear, dear wife.  I love you with all my heart.” 
 
    “I know, Philip. It just beats in a different rhythm. Yours seems to skip a beat now and then, while mine throbs steadily. I guess it’s the German version of it, or perhaps it’s just us von Wintersbergs,” she said with a sad smile. 
 
    “We’ll talk some more about it,” he promised, when both heard the main entrance door slam, knowing immediately it was none other than Anette in a bad mood. 
 
    “I think we came a long way for one night, my dearest,” he said hastily, giving her a kiss on both cheeks and wishing her a happy New Year. 
 
    “Happy New Year!” Anette shouted. “I hope that goes for me too, Philip, as I came a longer way than you,” she said, having no idea what had taken place. She only overheard the ‘long way’ part of their conversation. “Happy New Year, Victoria!” she blurted out again. 
 
    “What about me?” Philip jested. 
 
    “We must have wished each other one at least ten times at the Esslers’ party. You know what time it is, Philip?” she added surprised, noticing that he was ready to leave. 
 
    He tried to avoid her questions and replied instead, “What was your ‘long way’ about, Anette?” 
 
    “Never mind, Philip. I wish I had taken Lillian’s advice and spent the night at their place. But I asked one of their friends to bring me here as it was on their way. And what did they do? They dropped me off near the Burg Theater, suggesting a long walk would do me good. I guess they thought I drank too much.” With her oversized beige fur hat remaining crooked on her head and her dark rouge smeared all over her face, she was quite a sight to behold. It caused Philip and Victoria to look at each other and laugh. “Those drunken men and women still on the street!” she remembered sharply in disgust, when Philip politely interrupted her with a loving wink towards Victoria. 
 
    “Tell my wife all about it, Anette. I am going to see Franz-Xavier.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you start the New Year better than you left the old, Philip.” 
 
    “I plan to. And I hope you do too, dear Anette,” he said truthfully, but he couldn’t help wondering if she was aware of his many infidelities too. “Well, at least Victoria and I parted without hatred. It’s much better than I deserve,” he thought to himself, hoping that one of these days her bedroom door would again be opened. But first he had to awaken her feelings for him again, and that would not be an easy task! 
 
    “Victoria,” Anette said wistfully while throwing herself on a very large chair. “some men, drunk or sober, are nothing more than swine!” 
 
    “Roosters,” Victoria corrected, walking towards the small kitchen to make a strong cup of coffee for her. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Anette questioned, and tried to get up again in order to follow her into the kitchen. 
 
    “Because swine have a mating season and men and roosters have none. Just think about it!” 
 
    “Hmm… alright, then that old Gregory von Hagen is a ‘piggish rooster’,” she laughed heartily and was joined by Victoria. “He propositioned me tonight! Fancy that! Me, an old bat! No, hen,” she corrected, laughing even louder. 
 
    The usually reserved Anette, who never even gave answers unless pushed to the limit, acted the very opposite when she drank even slightly over her limit, no matter what kind of alcoholic beverage. But tonight, she was in rare form, and Victoria was certain old Hagen’s behavior was in every way responsible. It may have caused her to feel downright cheap. He was a well-known widower with a roving eye for any female and one always heard his boasting about his late wife’s tolerance and her special talent in the bedroom. ‘A lady by day . . . and a little whore by night.’ But it’s the nights he needed most. Doubtlessly, poor Anette was aware of his vulgar remarks, as they attended the same social gatherings at the Esslers’, and it was the only family who invited this man out of sheer pity. 
 
    “Here, Anette. It’s very hot so drink it slowly. I pride myself in making the best and strongest coffee for special occasions,” she said, pouring herself a cup too. “I am not ready for bed either.” 
 
    “Good… very good,” she stated grandly and gratefully. “I have to talk to you about many things, Victoria.” 
 
    “Alright, but promise you will forget about the old Hagen. By the time he wakes up with the usual hangover, he won’t remember the first thing he said to you.” 
 
    “I hope he doesn’t. Imagine, a man like him almost drooling down my neck and whispering he has a love nest in one of those palatial apartments with a mirrored ceiling, and performs still like a tiger. It’s so humiliating,” she sobbed, still furious. 
 
    “Calm down, Anette. He is not worthy of your anger, especially now, since you and I agree that the majority of men are piggish roosters.” 
 
    “Pigs would be more like it for men like him, as roosters have to be more spry.” She chuckled, but turned quickly serious, aghast at Victoria’s full agreement on such personal matters. Curiosity took hold of her when she asked cautiously, “Have you ever been in a situation like that before? I mean, with you being so very beautiful. Wherever and whenever you enter a place, all heads turn. It must be heaven on earth! We are all so envious, which is only natural.” 
 
    “Don’t ever envy me…  or anyone else for that matter, Anette.” She sighed kindly but was not ready to discuss Philip. This conversation was not anticipated, and she preferred to talk about it some other time. “And as for any propositions, I was never left alone. I went from my parent’s home to the Kronthalers’. Father even insisted that all private schools had to be in the same town where we lived. Oh, yes. I almost forgot to mention my engagement of a few months to a very fine German officer.” 
 
    “What happened?” Anette interrupted, burning with desire to know more about it. 
 
    “He died in a hunting accident. It still hurts to think about it. I’ll tell you more about it some other time,” she promised after noticing that Anette’s facial expression had turned grim instantly. She was not sure if she wouldn’t connect him with Alex’s fate. After all, a bullet was a bullet. One lives, the other dies. “As I was saying, Anette, I went from my parents’ to the Kronthalers’,” she sighed. “followed by a short stay with your family, Kurt and Lillian, and on to Philip. And wherever our social gatherings take us, he is always at my side.” 
 
    “Because he is so proud of you. It shows all over his face.” 
 
    “Until this face shows wrinkles, Anette? I am not easily fooled. Philip, I’m sorry to say, thrives on beauty and youth. Believe it or not, despite his good looks and money, he is very insecure. He needs constant reassurance to boost his self-esteem. Father Christopher warned me about his shortcomings during my religious conversion before I married him. The trouble with me is,” Victoria confessed with a sigh. “I love him so much and will take what comes until it becomes unbearable. But I’ll cross that bridge when and if I ever get there. In the meantime, I have four children to think about. Maybe I am a better mother than wife. And there is still my health problem lingering with me. God only knows and time will tell, but I know I am a strong woman.” 
 
    Anette was now sober enough, though she was previously only slightly tipsy, to realize that not all was perfect in their much-envied marriage. And Victoria realized that she had said more than she planned to say. 
 
    Anette looked at her and muttered with empathy, “I was once told that there is a reason for everything in this world, but since Alex’s predicament, I stopped believing it,” she said with finality, pursuing Victoria’s circumstances, whatever they may be, no further. 
 
    But Victoria had an answer for her plight. “Don’t say that, Anette! Just think of all the good you did for your late fiancé. All those uncountable sacrifices,” Victoria assured her, feeling partly responsible for Anette’s fallen spirit. 
 
    “You are most kind, Victoria, and possibly the only person who believes that Alex’s love for me was real. We had planned to elope on his upcoming furlough,” she revealed with a mixture of pride and sadness. 
 
    “Didn’t you want a big wedding?   
 
    “God, no! We both had grown up together and hated our family life. I am not sure why, but Alex put on only an act at Verena’s and Lillian’s double wedding to sort of give a good impression. My father took credit for that somehow. I was told Clarissa von Walden was after him. Imagine the embarrassment on a day like that!” she said, rummaging through her oversized purse. “This purse was Alex’s last gift to me from Italy. Feel that fine leather, Victoria,” she added, though it was worn out. 
 
    “Beautiful… really beautiful,” Victoria replied, stroking the bag with tenderness. 
 
    “Whenever you feel up to it, I’ll let you read all his letters to me. So far, I have never allowed anyone to touch them,” she verified sternly, holding a bundle of crumbled and tear-stained papers, which after all those years had turned yellow. 
 
    “Anette, my dear friend,” Victoria replied, deeply touched at the unusual offer. “You and I are made of the same mold.” 
 
    Anette sat right up, straight like a judge, extremely elated by the comparison. “In which way?” she asked, her usually colorless eyes beginning to sparkle. 
 
    “We both are capable of loving our men unconditionally, even if they weren’t worthy of us!” 
 
    “But Alex was! Oh, God was he ever!” she interrupted in a hurry. 
 
    “Of course, he was!” Victoria assured her. “I was just making a statement in general as I am very observant. And as an afterthought, my dear Anette, love is as mysterious as the world we live in. So far, no one has figured out why anyone falls in love, as well as why we fall out of love,” she concluded. 
 
    “And we shall never know, which is probably a good thing.” Anette sighed like an authority. “But there is also such a thing as an obligatory love. For example, the love of a parent towards his innocent child who hadn’t asked to be born. 
 
    “I couldn’t agree with you more,” Victoria said, thinking of her poor brother, Oscar. 
 
    “I was not wanted by either of my parents, and I made them suffer once I knew how to get the best of my father,” Anette gloated with satisfaction, still feeling his wrath. She omitted, however, her mother’s many interests, including her very heavy drinking binges. 
 
    “So did my brother, Oscar, until he died. And even after his death, my father was still embarrassed about having fathered a son like him. But that is another story. Enough said for one night. I hope I didn’t upset you along the way, Anette.” 
 
    “Oh, no, on the contrary. I desperately needed someone to talk to. After being so rudely and wordlessly dropped off with a long distance to walk, I had time to think about my future and contemplated once more on entering a convent. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Yesterday I felt completely different about myself. Today I am down and out. That’s why I came to you for advice . . . but somehow, we got sidetracked.” She smiled sheepishly. 
 
    “Good thing we did. I, too, needed someone to talk to, Anette. And I dare you now or at any other time to talk to me about a convent or leaving me. Aside from being my best friend and confidante, we have to finish our life stories!” Victoria stated. 
 
    “And to read all the letters my dear Alex wrote to me,” she smiled, relieved to be wanted by a woman she admired and loved. 
 
    “That too, of course. But how about my dear children? How could I possibly explain to Gisela that her godmother entered a convent?” 
 
    “Many nuns are godmothers,” she intercepted hastily. 
 
    “Not the one I have chosen for my daughter,” Victoria beamed cheerfully, embracing her with one arm, and with the other, placing Anette’s still disheveled hat on her hair. “Now have a good night’s rest and let’s pray for a good and healthy New Year, which is another thing I will be in dire need of,” Victoria said, putting her finger on Anette’s lips. “Don’t even try to contradict me with your notions to enter a convent. I hope you understand that I need you, Anette. It may sound selfish but it is the truth.” 
 
    “Alright, alright. I’ll stay. But next year we will have our own New Year’s party. And it will be an event which will put all previous ones in the shadows and that includes the Esslers’ too.” 
 
    “Without Gregory von Hagen.” Victoria laughed. 
 
    “You can bet on that one,” Anette beamed in delight. “And I will pay for the whole thing. What else would I do with all my gold coins?” 
 
    “And that from a woman who wanted to enter a convent just a few hours ago!” Victoria continued to laugh. 
 
    “It’s hard to find the right road once your loved one is gone. Without Alex, my life had lost all its purpose.” After a few more words of comfort, Anette entered her room. “The clock’s striking four! What a day,” she mumbled to herself and lay, still fully clothed, on her bed and fell asleep. 
 
    Victoria went in the kitchen, this time to heat some milk with honey to help her relax and possibly to get a few hours of rest. “The only worthy improvement from the Auersbachs living here. Every floor has been furnished with a small kitchen of its own,” she thought, wondering about Philip’s whereabouts. “A confession of almost three hours?” She smiled to herself. “Unless he is putting his whole life of late in front of Franz-Xavier.” And of course there were other possibilities. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    31 
 
    “I knew it! I knew it! I expected something like this all along. It was only a question of time,” Father Christopher bellowed in fury after Philip began to relieve his burdened conscience. Since the priest never even had a chance to rest or sleep, he seemed very exhausted and livid for more than one reason. First, the ear-splitting noise of the night-long celebration which had started much earlier this year, doubtless the beginning of a new century being the main reason. Then, a policeman had called on him to give a poor woman the last rites. She was apparently dying of hunger, while five little children cried their hearts out. The oldest boy who sobbed the loudest said their father was still dancing in the next street, while a girl complained the many mice and rats had eaten their last morsel of bread. He had rushed to his parish and brought back some food. Their living quarters consisted of one damp room in a cellar of a run-down tenement, which had gone up along with many others when Vienna had made its entrance into the industrial age. Like so many of their contemporaries, they had left their rural life for a supposedly better one in the big city. At the former place they had at least had enough to eat. The equally tired policeman offered the priest safe passage back to his church, not trusting the unpredictable drunkards filling the streets. 
 
    Even the doctors stayed away, fearing to end up worse than all the carousing boozers who were mostly in need of a few stitches or a bandage. The city’s poorest districts were out of control by now, and the jails were unable to accommodate any more ruffians who didn’t even remember their own names. And there stood Philip, all decked out still in his black tuxedo and fur-lined overcoat, having taken all safe streets so well known in a rich district, waiting for him, disregarding the time, to relieve his burden of accumulated sins. 
 
    “I came to you to confess, not be scolded like a schoolboy,” he retorted, taken completely by surprise, as the usually calm priest showed a side Philip had never known or suspected. 
 
    “Schoolboy would suit me at the moment just fine. Then I could put you over my knees and paddle you without mercy. And I am not talking to you as a priest. Far from it, Philip, because then I would be required to give you absolution after having lent a sympathetic ear, as you, of course, expect nothing less than complete understanding from a poor aging priest. But I am talking to you as your Uncle Franz-Xavier, the man who is able to tell you now, exactly how I have felt about you for let’s say the last fifteen years,” he screamed in a rage. 
 
    “Well, I guess I had it coming. How strange that after I told my wife the truth, I had the urge to talk to you too,” he uttered quietly and humbly, anticipating more insults. 
 
    “You wouldn’t know the truth if it hit you right in your face! You may have told her a little part of it. The main offenses she may have known all along. I warned that poor woman during our lessons many times. I advised her strongly, and in all honesty, not to take that important step with you. It’s a commitment to last a lifetime and it is for better or for worse!” he said harshly, pointing his finger accusingly. “You! You of all people! One of the very few young, privileged men who our Lord blessed with a brain, health, and wealth!” By now the priest gasped for air but continued. “You will always make sure you get only the ‘better’ of the taken vows, while the poor mother of your children is left to take the ‘worse’.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far if one considers—” Philip tried to interrupt, unsuccessfully. 
 
    “I am not speaking of finances and the hardship that goes with it. I am speaking of morals and integrity… or the lack of it! You lied to me at all your previous confessions, even the one you took a day before your wedding,” he spat out in disgust. “You were seen even then,” he repeated and gulped. “Just to imagine, one night before the wedding in a red-light district! That’s why I have no choice but to talk to you man to man. You do not and never have represented any of the former Reinhardts. Those were men of great quality and one bowed in admiration of their conduct and lifestyle. Once Doctor Reinhardt is gone, there will be no one left.” He spoke wearily, looking toward heaven. 
 
    Philip’s mind raced back to his discussion with Victoria a few hours ago. “How in hell can I ever be a Reinhardt? The sheer comparison is ludicrous. Living up to that name has always been a burden to me. My father’s father was a von Dorn. Is there anyone lower than him?”   
 
    “I know all about him, Philip. For a short while, I also was one of his children,” the priest interrupted and noticed Philip’s startled face. He had completely forgotten about it, only remembering him as a priest or Uncle Franz-Xavier, never wasting a thought on it. After all, his father and the priest were opposites in every way. “So what if his father was a Brehmer? He still lived like a Reinhardt.”  
 
    “Well, all I can say is that he was an exception just like Papa Reinhardt who in reality was a von Dorn. And we all know who they were. A typical tribe of nobility, neither prosperous nor noble by any standards. Their only accomplishments consisted of having seduced every woman in sight, with which they fathered dozens of children. Then they left the mother and children merciless to their own fate to fend for themselves.” 
 
    “A woman can always say no,” he interrupted, but Philip, knowing they were mostly servants who depended on their jobs in the very same household, couldn’t imagine the priest was not aware of those circumstances and went right to the real matter. 
 
    “By the way, Father Christopher, the von Dorns were extremely devout Catholics, never missing a Sunday High Mass with communion. I would have loved to have heard at least part of their confessions. And I’d bet all I own that the priest had no choice but to give them all a few Holy Mary’s to pray and granted full absolution,” he responded cynically. “I suppose I should consider myself very lucky not to have inherited all of their vices. I had a talk with my wife on that subject as well,” he replied frankly. “I came to you with a heavy heart, somehow to put myself more at ease. Egotistic? Yes, but that’s why confessions were invented to begin with. Now I am leaving with a heavier burden, as you probably condemned me to roast through all eternity in Hell! But thanks to my dear father’s teaching, I don’t believe in one,” he smiled. “One has only to read about the inquisition. Every cruel deed was performed by fanatic priests like you. And all that cruelty on orders of your most holy office in Rome with an infallible Pope as leader! Now that, I call hell on earth and it lasted for many, many years. Just think about it, if your teaching allows it. Now have a good day, or night . . . whatever,” Philip finished, knowing he got the best of a stunned priest who never showed any desire to contradict him. Having said that, he slammed the door, vowing to himself never to enter again. “Maybe I need a psychiatrist like mother did,” he mumbled to himself, when he heard a happy cry coming from a female voice. 
 
    “As of today, Austria has new money! We get two crowns for every florin,” she stated to no one in particular, but counted her change in delight leaning on a corner. 
 
    “Here, take that,” Philip said, reaching in his pocket to give her a handful of coins. 
 
    “Any special services, sir?” she asked. “I am still available.” 
 
    “No, thanks! You did that just now,” he replied, leaving her puzzled, and took the opposite direction in fast strides. Indirectly she helped him to make up his mind to pay Madame Lydia a visit, as he was not ready to go home. He needed to talk, and she was the one. Madame Lydia was one of the owners of those glorified hotel-cafes in the first district and was well known to be extremely discreet if a man desired more than his habitual overnight stay followed by breakfast. Philip himself had been introduced to lovemaking by Madame Lydia’s youngest sister, who in the meantime had married a considerably older businessman and moved to the outskirts of Vienna for more than one reason. 
 
    Who else than a woman of her caliber could show more sympathy towards a man who found himself locked out of the bedroom and denied all privileges? To her, it was the average marriage where love began to subside in the early stages, providing it had been there to begin with. ‘Short romances’ were always the rage, as it was the assurance for any man in self-doubt about his ego. Philip was no exception. However, he still loved Victoria as much as he was able to love anyone outside his four children. He prided himself on being an excellent father, which no one ever doubted. But Victoria had made it quite clear that her love for him was gone. And he didn’t doubt it for a moment. She will become his friend instead of a lover, and he alone was to blame for it. 
 
    That’s where Madame Lydia would come in very handy for advice, as he couldn’t endure the thought of having lost his beautiful wife forever or, God forbid, if she were ever to take a lover! That thought alone had to be put to rest… because one of these days she will be well again, and then what? 
 
    Madame Lydia’s looks were those of any other madame’s, but in many other ways she was, aside from her profession that is, quite deceiving. With her red dyed hair, ample bosom, heavily rouged cheeks, and darkly painted lips and fingernails, she wore also the most expensive perfume money could buy. Those exquisite bottles were all given to her from grateful patrons whose travels took them at times to Paris, and by visiting similar places, couldn’t help but to remember her. After all, she was the one that provided pleasure all year round. But there was a well-known different side to her too. Being the oldest of thirteen children, she supported many of her less fortunate brothers and sisters whenever they were in need, and one crippled brother was solely dependent on her kindness, as he was not only widowed but had four children as well. Therefore, her reputation in general was less that of a ‘madame’, but that of a woman who had a heart as big as her bosom, made of pure and solid gold. 
 
    And on this crucial morning, Philip had just a short while ago been reminded by his Uncle Franz-Xavier that his health and wealth, by the grace of God, was wasted on him, an undeserving scoundrel. To himself, however, he was nothing more than a confused young man full of regrets . . . at least that’s what he felt at the moment. 
 
    “Good Lord. You are the last person on earth I expected to see this morning. I hope you bring me good luck.” 
 
    “Madame Lydia,” exclaimed Philip, delighted, but his facial expression showed her instantly that he had stopped by only to talk. “Happy New Year! I am so glad you are still awake,” he uttered while she opened the door to her own little salon. 
 
    “Business has been excellent this night. Everyone is asleep by now, except me, so tell me what’s on your mind,” she questioned kindly, pouring coffee for both and putting hot croissants in front of him. “It’s a habit I acquired before I turn in,” she muttered, mostly to herself. 
 
    He talked slowly and in obvious discomfort, looking very remorseful as she listened attentively, extending from time to time her chubby hand, petting his to put him at ease. After he finished relating his many shortcomings in regards to his marriage and his many infidelities, she smiled understandingly. “Your problems are not that unusual, though a man of your status most likely knows this. I am fully convinced that you are still in love with your wife and love your children as most men do, and that you wouldn’t leave your family for anything in the world. But like all of my dignified clients,” she emphasized, quite pleased about her knowledge on such delicate matters. “you wouldn’t subject your wife to, shall we call it ‘little kinky deviations’. It’s mostly for fear of being seen in a different light, and that something may change in the otherwise perfect and untainted relationship, especially when a wife had been pure and untouched at the time of her marriage.” While he only gave a slight nod of agreement, she was not about to be interrupted and got up for more refills of coffee. “Now, mind you Mr. Reinhardt, there are many wives who are more than willing to go along with anything, which is great if they are compatible in every other way. Even a priest will tell you, as long as it is not injurious to the other.” 
 
    Philip had no choice but to laugh thinking of the priest. “Forgive me, Madame Lydia. I was just thinking of my uncle, Father Christopher, on this note.” 
 
    “Oh, that old goat should be put out to pasture somewhere,” she interposed hurriedly, determined to speak her mind. “But this is rarely the case or, let’s say, barely a concern with my clientele. They keep their own wives on a high pedestal and hold them even in higher esteem. And I am convinced you are no different.” Since she knew what he was about to say, she resumed her lecture. “But there is also another matter of concern . . . at least that’s what I am told,” she said self-assuredly. “Many husbands start to lose interest during the last months of pregnancy, and after the child is born much of the previous passion just seems to disappear. Also, many have to settle for second place. Lovemaking becomes a marital obligation mostly for self-gratification and also in anticipation of more children. While there is still some love left, the once blazing fire becomes a small steady flame. It’s a different stage of feelings.” 
 
    Again, he had no choice but to agree with every word she said. “If one is blessed with an understanding wife. Not so in my case. As I told you, the door is closed,” he lamented. “And I don’t blame her one bit, as she was a woman who once loved me very much. I have a feeling, on such matters that concern love, she will be unforgiving.” 
 
    “Don’t be too sure, Mr. Reinhardt. Wait until her operations are over; give her time.” 
 
    “I hope you are right. I know nothing is meant to be perfect, but I will try. However, as I stated, my wife is above everything a mother; the very best any child could ever ask for. It became almost an obsession with her. And this is what scares me the most.” 
 
    “If I may say so, you might find great relief going to my confessor, who is very special,” she suggested. “Even I do it once in a while.” 
 
    “As of now, I am condemned to go straight to hell. And to be quite honest, I don’t know if I am still a Catholic . . . or for that matter, who I am at all,” he reflected sadly. 
 
    “Don’t let that bunch of hypocrites scare you, Mr. Reinhardt,” she said furiously, her expression changing instantly. “All their many lectures on so-called purity is a farce! Many of them are nothing else but dirty old men and need a good cleansing themselves. Trust me. I have uncountable call girls who came to me right out of Vienna’s many orphanages. And guess who their former abusers were? Those holier-than-thou priests! Of course, it’s not only done to girls either. Many of those young boys find themselves in the same situation, but no one wants to believe them and who would they tell it to anyway? The reason they are in a place like that to begin with is because there is nowhere else to go,” she lamented sorrowfully. 
 
    “I am not in the least surprised,” Philip retorted in bitterness, slightly reddened with his first thought directed towards his father. Any hatred this usually kind and gentle man harbored, became only too obvious when the talk was about orphanages, nuns, or priests, with Franz-Xavier always being the exception, and fully aware that there were many more like him who were only doing their best. 
 
    “I tell you what, Mr. Reinhardt,” She returned now to her take it or leave it attitude, as Philip was ready to leave. “you may still have a very difficult time ahead of you—and I am strictly referring to your conscience—but I am opening a new and very nice cafe at the old Greek neighborhood. Don’t laugh, because it’s near the oldest church in Vienna,” she smiled. 
 
    “St. Ruprecht’s?” 
 
    “Right. I will move in as soon as everything is finished. It may be spring, but in my age, I like the beautiful view of the city. And I am always here, day or night, for you to have a talk, no matter what the problem. Remember that!” she pledged, embracing him slightly and wishing him a most happy new year. 
 
    “Let me thank you with all my heart,” he replied sincerely, leaving a generous amount of money on the breakfast table. 
 
    “I didn’t serve you caviar!” she teased, trying her utmost to give it back. 
 
    “It’s for your large family. After all, that’s all we ever have that’s worth having! Anything else can be bought.” 
 
    ∼ 
 
    Philip found his beautiful wife deep in sleep in the same chair she had been in when he left. She had her favorite chinchilla blanket wrapped around her to keep warm, never one for disturbing a servant at an inappropriate hour to keep the fire going. He lifted her gently and carried her to her own bedroom, kissing her forehead while covering her with a down blanket laid out by a servant. He left the room quietly, took a long bath, reflected on his unusual night, and was ready to face a new day. 
 
    Though he hadn’t slept a wink, Philip was very upbeat at the breakfast table, smoking his pipe, sipping his coffee, and reading the daily newspaper while being reminded page after page of the last century’s wars and suffering. The stoic behavior of Emperor Franz-Josef was, at every given opportunity, in the foreground. His personal tragedy was, of course, unsurpassed, disregarding any hardship his subjects had to endure. His only son, Rudolf, committed suicide in 1889 in the castle of Mayerling in a state of great mental distress. Nothing was mentioned in regards to the fact that his mistress, Baroness Maria von Vetsera, laid beside him. His beautiful wife, Empress Elisabeth, was stabbed to death nine years later; but that too was conveniently overlooked. So was the fact that the Emperor had a mistress, who happened to be an actress by the name of Katharina Schratt and owned a villa in the health spa of Ischl where Emperor Franz-Josef had his famous hunting lodge. Philip was laughing at the predictions for the next hundred years, when a sweet voice caught his attention. It was his little Elisabeth who ran towards the table. He put her on his lap and, to his utter amazement, she retold grandma’s history lesson ending with, “Don’t forget Papa! The year was 1683.” 
 
    “I won’t, my darling,” he replied proudly, and made up his mind to pay his parents a surprise visit. After all, a family is all one ever has. Even Madame Lydia agreed on that one. 
 
    His New Year started with so many surprises that this one may have been the most rewarding. He could still see the downtrodden face of the priest and the joyous reaction of Madame Lydia. What a combination! And there was his lovely wife. Her well-meant and truthful statement that Verena, his mother, gave her husband thirty-one years of happiness was something to think about. At the moment, he wasn’t even sure if he gave Victoria thirty-one weeks, especially since she mentioned that she had suspected his infidelity for quite some time but tried to fool herself. It was almost unbelievable! And all that after he had overcome the obstacles with his unrelenting mother about choosing a Prussian for a wife and upsetting the life of his family. Mother’s four-year long absence had affected his lonely father as well. He suffered the most, being put in the middle between mother and son. How right Father Christopher was! How wrong Madame Lydia is, though she meant it well. He must find a way out of his dilemma, or someone other than his wife is going to find out too. His life has to take a different course, something other than bedding some whore for an hour to satisfy his physical needs, especially since everything depended on him alone. His mother was now happy with his choice of a wife and admired, among her many good qualities, her flair for decorating, making the mansion once more a beautiful and comfortable place to live. 
 
    “My dear, late mother, Louise, must have been very much like Victoria,” she repeated quite frequently of late. “Small wonder Papa was so happy with her.” 
 
    “Dear Lord, I have to change. A visit to my parents is a good a start at pleasing everyone, and will let Victoria see the place where I was brought up and spoiled, though hardly ever happy,” Philip reflected. 
 
    Victoria was still in a daze, though euphoric, when Philip told her about his decision, and was looking very much forward to the visit for more than one reason. Doctor Reinhardt’s most fervent wish finally was coming to pass! “It will be a very happy day for all of us, Philip,” was her reply, simultaneously excusing herself for being so late in getting up. 
 
    He smiled satisfyingly in return. “I’m glad you could sleep.” 
 
    “Anette and I reminisced until four this morning. I could have sworn I was in the chair when I gave out.” 
 
    “You were. I carried you to your bedroom with only a kiss on your forehead,” he responded in delight. 
 
    “Your kiss will be returned instantly,” she vowed, sheepishly embracing him, and continued with Anette’s plight. “I also talked her out of her present thought of joining a convent or mission in a foreign country.” 
 
    “Good Lord, now that she can have Baron Hagen!” Both laughed heartily, as they had the same sense of humor. 
 
    “She is such a treasure to me, Philip, especially in handling the servants. Nothing escapes her eagle eyes while I have to devote my time to Peter and Paul until they have gained the proper weight. Your father still calls them the ‘Miracle Twins with their Miracle Midwives’.” 
 
    “I know. There is not a day that goes by when he doesn’t refer to what might have occurred. We are truly blessed, Victoria,” he said as he got up and kissed both of her cheeks. “Now you owe me again. And as for Anette, I am my father’s son in saying that a household is a woman’s empire, and I hope you will enjoy it as much as Mother does.” He purposely omitted the fact that one of these days, she would be the Mrs. Reinhardt and might just as well get acquainted with all the details, as that, too, was left up to his mother, and she would make sure that nothing would be left to chance and would have her family well prepared for every situation. He never doubted for a moment that his children would be included as well. 
 
    Philip suggested that three would be the best time, as on Sundays and holidays, three-thirty was their coffee time to be enjoyed by themselves. Dinnertime was out of the question, as there were either guests or they were invited elsewhere. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Victoria replied with relish, and Philip was pleased to see his wife so excited about it. She decided to wear Philip’s Christmas present as it was not only the most flattering attire she owned, but also very appropriate for this special occasion. She was not only looking forward to seeing the interior of the famous palace, whose visits were until Verena’s return denied, but she hoped the last four years of friction between mother and son would come to an end. Victoria could hardly wait to see their facial expressions and reactions, and hoped that she would not stumble, but conduct herself flawlessly. No matter how little the stumble, her observant mother-in-law knew a grand entrance when she saw one. She was determined to gain acceptance, less for the sake of herself than for her children who would one day continue the dynasty. Never mind all the claims from and to von Dorns or Brehmers. Her four children would be the Reinhardts. 
 
    Philip wore a dark gray suit, his Christmas present from his parents. “Already a good beginning,” he thought to himself. He decided to walk the short distance, being greatly in need of some fresh air for more than one reason. Already, he felt a slight tinge of excitement overcoming him, but most of his thoughts went back to his unusual night and how well it turned out after all. 
 
    Victoria looked even more beautiful than ever, if such a thing was possible. The red woolen dress with a large satin bow and cufflinks gave the attire a very flattering note. With it went a light-colored, hooded mink coat and the matching lining showed just enough red to complement the pale fur. Her braided hair was made up like a crown and Anette’s red tourmaline earrings were her only jewelry. Once Philip took notice of his wife’s selection of clothing, he took fast strides towards her. “Thank you, Darling, for wearing my gift. Only you would look that radiant in it.” 
 
    After two loud knocks at the main entrance, a uniformed doorman opened the door, thinking it was more of the steady flow of customary well-wishers looking for a handout, be it food or money. He had opened the door to several dozen of them already. Recognizing Philip and seeing his gorgeous, smiling wife next to him, his jaw dropped while his eyes glistened. “I never dreamed!” he mumbled when Philip put his finger in front of his mouth. 
 
    “It’s a surprise. Please insist that both come to the door. I don’t care how you do it.” 
 
    “With a surprise like that, I’ll even tell a lie,” he answered, elated, and was on his way. 
 
    While waiting in the huge, deep red and black marble-floored entrance hall, which was covered with the most beautiful rugs, Victoria’s eyes went to the gold-embossed and painted ceiling, undoubtedly representing heaven, as angels with musical instruments welcomed every guest who was permitted to enter. Philip noticed that nothing had changed. In spite of the enormous size, the hall was cozy, arranged with priceless furniture in sitting arrangements to give a very inviting impression. One got the feeling that the place was there to make everyone welcome and at ease. Philip explained to her frequently that the cleverly grouped panels could be folded with little effort to make the hall into a large ballroom. The double winding mahogany staircase was carved with intricate details of roses to match the walls, adorned with many paintings of famous masters. Presently, the beautiful glittering chandeliers caught Victoria’s attention, she having never encountered such a display, including during their many parties at embassies or even first-rate hotels. She was completely in awe when the loud, surprised voices of Hannes and Verena could be heard with “Oh, no, I don’t believe it!” 
 
    Verena was happy one moment but shaky the next, especially when Philip walked towards her, putting his arms around her with a tight squeeze and said, “I think I forgot to wish you a Happy New Year, Mother.” She knew at once that it was his way of assuring her that everything was all right again. And while she suspected that Hannes and Victoria played their part, and possibly had given him a few words on the subject of his ill behavior, deep in her heart she was sure he returned because he was ready and wanted to. He was very much like herself; nobody could make them do anything, and both proved it over and over again. 
 
    Philip helped Victoria out of her coat, throwing it over the nearby sofa next to his overcoat. He knew the servants stayed in the background waiting for the surprise visit to simmer down and then would argue among themselves who will hang the mink in the proper closet. 
 
    “Why don’t we take Victoria to our own coffee house?” Hannes suggested, still all smiles. 
 
    “That’s what we came here for,” Philip replied, tongue-in-cheek. 
 
    Verena took an admiring look at Victoria and whispered loud enough for everybody to hear, “Red becomes you, Victoria. Is it from Paris?” 
 
    “From Philip!” she jested, touching Verena’s arm and breaking the slight tension. 
 
    “Mother, I decided this year on Wertheim,” he laughed aloud, as it was a department store that never even displayed the cheapest fur coat, let alone mink. 
 
    “Now why didn’t I think of it?” Verena joined the laughter while they all took their seats. 
 
    “To still your curiosity mother, it’s Lavins. Lillian insists that all my wife’s dresses for special occasions are from Paris. And I am delighted that she wore it, because we all feel it’s great to be together again.” He smiled, looking at his parents while putting an arm around his wife. Four people applauded heartily when coffee and pastry were served. It was exactly three-thirty. 
 
    Despite all the small talk, it was for all of them a meaningful reunion, although they had just seen each other the previous night. But the location made all the difference. Philip was home again and this time with a wife everybody loved. In her state of happiness, Verena surprised all by asking, “Do you mind if I send a note to Kurt and Lillian for dinner? Or am I presuming that your visit included only coffee? How about the twins?” 
 
    “We planned to stay, Mother, knowing you would be pleased,” Philip replied with a wink. 
 
    “As for the twins, Madame,” Victoria continued, equally smiling. “Peter and Paul already picked two wet nurses as their slaves who are only too glad to serve them. The girls, too, are very well taken care of, so we’d love to stay!” 
 
    “Thank you, Victoria.” 
 
    “Aside from being here, I’d love to see Aunt Lillian and Uncle Kurt again, as we both missed the ball last night.” 
 
    “Then we two men bow gladly to the superior wisdom of our two beloved wives,” Philip declared, looking simultaneously at each member of his family. 
 
    “Dear Victoria, I’d also like to give you a tour of our home,” Verena suggested, and rung for the head housemaid. “Dinner for six at our regular time, and assemble all servants in the main hall.” Noticing her astonished but pleased expression, Verena continued. “I sent a last moment invitation to the Esslers, though Anette seems to have a hangover. As for dinner, Mrs. Lauer, today we eat anything you can come up with for six.” Ida Lauer only laughed, thinking that in her excitement she forgot that there is a daily reserve for unexpected guests at hand, no matter what day or time. All female servants bowed with their habitual curtsy while staring at Victoria, though most had encountered her during daily walks with Philip and Hannes. The men bowed, but Victoria, who faintly smiled, knew only too well about their courtesy. One word from Verena would be sufficient to show her the exit. Even her own son Philip was not exempt. They all guarded Verena’s place with a fierce loyalty. 
 
    Now everything seemed to be like the old days again. While Hannes and Philip played chess, Verena showed Victoria around the place of her childhood, explaining the Flemish tapestry her dear late Aunt Christina had acquired along her travels, among many other objects of art. To Victoria’s surprise, she thankfully omitted the dreadful story of the von Waldens murdering her aunt. Along the walk to the upper floor came an endless gallery of mostly life-size family paintings, while Verena carefully explained the accomplishments of each and every one. “I never knew Albert Reinhardt, of course, being born in 1744 and him dying in 1828, but the painting is self-explanatory. Then there is Otto, my wonderful grandfather, who died in 1850 of a heart attack. I mentioned the reason,” she sighed. Victoria couldn’t help but think, “Only a few dozen times.” 
 
    “And here is his wife, Stephany. A once in a lifetime human being. She died in 1879 at the age of 89. How lucky we were to have her around that long. She died peacefully while taking a nap on her daybed.” 
 
    “What a beautiful woman… no, what a beautiful pair!” Victoria said very sincerely. 
 
    “Now we come to my parents. You know, this is Louise, my mother, who died while giving birth to me. You have no idea how often I wish it was me who had died.” 
 
    “Please don’t say that, Madame, as we never will understand God’s plan,” Victoria consoled, squeezing her hand. Tears started to flow while she stood and looked at Karl Reinhardt. She was almost in a trance. 
 
    “If there ever was such a thing as a human being that could be worshipped, this man was the best example,” Verena said, her tears now flowing even harder. 
 
    Victoria embraced her now lightly, agreeing that his ‘untimely’ death at eighty was still the greatest loss to her. “But Madame,” she emphasized strongly. “have you ever taken the time to realize how lucky your dear Papa must have felt to have you as a daughter? You both were blessed beyond anyone’s imagination.” 
 
    “Thank you, dearest Victoria,” she acknowledged gratefully, taking her hand and entering a smaller, but no less beautiful parlor. The walls and little tables were full of photographs. “Now here is my all-time favorite friend,” she said, pointing at Robert Eckhardt. “He died three years prior to my Papa and the loss to all of us was beyond anyone’s comprehension.” She held the photo near her heart. “He was also my son’s mentor, guiding him towards engineering. In short, he was loved by everyone.” Without any comment on any of the other photos, she asked Victoria to leave the room with her, as the day had been emotional enough for her. “There will be many more days ahead for both of us,” she explained, wiping her face with her lace handkerchief. 
 
    “I am sure there will be,” replied Victoria lovingly. 
 
    Descending slowly down the staircase with Victoria’s arm linked in her own, she pointed towards other special items, “thanks to her generous ancestors.” Among them were the sliding glass panels in their main dining room that made it possible for a few hundred guests to enjoy a fine dinner while listening to good music in the converted entrance hall. She continued while both men waited patiently at the bottom of the stairs, holding a note from Lillian and Kurt that they were thrilled to come. 
 
    “Please don’t overlook Anette,” interrupted Hannes. “And as for the many past gatherings, dear Victoria, as far as Philip and I were concerned, there were much too many and most of them boring,” he jested. Verena overlooked his remark and wondered what Lillian and Kurt would be wearing since she wrote in her note the dinner was to be a family gathering. “Their usual riding attire would be just fine,” she thought to herself and smiled. But Anette was another matter. She dominated every conversation no matter what the subject. However, Verena had no choice but to send an invitation, though she sincerely hoped that her experience last night left her with a hangover. Instead, she returned a note declining to come, as she had a great time playing hide and seek with her two little girls, Elisabeth and Gisela. “What stamina,” she uttered. “and what nerve, calling my grandchildren her two girls!” But she was too happy to spend more time thinking about it. After all, Anette had neither husband nor children and grandchildren herself; she needed some kind of love, just like everyone else does. 
 
    The second surprise came at Lillian and Kurt’s appearance in their best attire. With a “Hello, darling Victoria,” and “Happy New Year,” she embraced her heartily, with Kurt following the same ritual. “Well, that too will change,” she thought, but there again both had no family either. Presently, Verena’s spirit lifted as she had all of them to call her own, and vowed on this special day that in time everything would heal, and she would no longer be referred to as “Madame” by Victoria. She would see to it. 
 
    The unexpected evening was enchanting to say the least. Even her stubborn and at times elusive Philip was on his best and most charming behavior. She gave all the credit to Victoria, as without her intervention, Hannes and she would have ended up alone as usual. Last night’s talk and his visit to Madame Lydia helped a great deal. He looked at Victoria in the most loving way, never giving the slightest indication that their marriage was anything less than happy, and the conversation was more about their future with their four children than the usual pattern with Verena having the last word. It was getting quite late and well past their bedtime when the small get-together broke up, each one promising to have these little dinners on a regular basis, stating that 1900 already had a great beginning! Philip and Victoria took what was usually referred to as the “long way” home, with him telling her all about last night’s experience with an over-tired and angry priest, and his encounter with Madame Lydia. Victoria listened attentively, knowing it was the truth, but reminded him of her upcoming operations, his obsession with young girls, and that she had no intention of ever sharing a bedroom with him, never knowing what kind of prostitute he has been with hours or moments before. He was stunned, but of course understood. “The idea of a permanent mistress will never be tolerated,” she said matter-of-factly. “or you will have to live without your family.” 
 
    Again, he knew she meant what she said, also being fully aware that his own parents would be on her side. “That is something you will never have to worry about, Victoria.” 
 
    “It’s not a worry, Philip. Be that as it may, I ask you to continue to be the good father you have been so far, as our four children never asked to be born.” 
 
    “I would never have it any other way, Victoria.” He sighed deeply, feeling that he mattered very little to her at present. 
 
    “Also, please be very discreet with your affairs. Again, I am thinking of our children. I would like them to always look up to you. It’s very important to me,” she finalized, and he knew then there was a wide chasm in their marriage, and it would take a long, long time and a great deal more effort to repair it. 
 
    “Don’t forget I love you, Victoria.” 
 
    She never gave him an answer.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Continue the Story… 
 
      
 
    [image: A close up of a logo  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Acknowledgments 
 
    This project was inspired by Hedy’s sons. Their memories of seeing their mother work on this project throughout their lives inspired them to bring her hard work to life.  
 
    This manuscript sat in the closet for many years. A special thanks to author Katharine E. Hamilton for reading the manuscript and helping make this story a reality. Without her help, this project would still be collecting dust.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    About the Author 
 
    Hedy Thalberg James was born in Austria and educated in Switzerland to further her knowledge in languages. Her desire was to become a journalist. When Hitler invaded Austria, she returned home to resume her studies. After World War II broke out, she used her skills as a translator for the Red Cross, traveling extensively in war-torn Europe. In 1945 Austria was liberated and divided into four sections. The Russians occupied her town. 
 
    She returned to Switzerland where she was introduced to writer and diplomat, Romain Gary, and his wife, Lesley, an editor at Vogue. Both were currently working on novels. As a result of their common interest, a friendship ensued, and she was employed to conduct research. Romain Gary was called to serve in the UN and obtained a visa for her to assist them in New York. Once there she met her late husband and raised three sons.  
 
    Hedy Thalberg James currently resides in Metro Atlanta. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 cover.jpeg
YESTERDAY

B T
LONG AGO
o ptee

THE STORY OF THE REINHARDT FAMILY'S JOURNEY

HEDY THALBERG JAMES





images/00002.jpeg
YESTERDAY
—— WAS——
LONG AGO

Sl





images/00001.jpeg
YESTERDAY
——WAS——
LONG AGO

Jilene





