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Synopsis

Ben Laevery is his mother´s delight and the perfect match for any woman, as he is the heir of Laevery Mountain Hoods Manor and the owner of the first whiskey company in London. At one of the season´s balls, Ben will meet Miss Agnes French, who is apparently a meek and puritanical lady, but in fact she hides a secret of love that troubles her deeply. Will she be able to renounce to this secret love and give her life away to Ben? Years later, during the voyage of the Titanic, Ben will meet Samantha Robards, a passionate woman with a strong desire to make her fantasies real...Will Ben and Samantha fulfill their yearnings as lovers, or will destiny act against them?



WINDS OF FREEDOM

(Ben & Maggie, Book 1)




Chapter 1



Ben Laevery was one of the most coveted bachelors of London’s high-class society. When his father died, he left his widow an annual pension of twenty thousand pounds, this allowed Laevery Mountain Hoods Manor to be remodeled every now and then, with new upholstery, heavier curtains, ever more elegant furniture, until the Manor became the delicious envy of distant relatives and gossipy friends.

This pension provided the family with a better position as well, giving Mrs. Laevery the chance to purchase very expensive outfits and jewelry for her daughters and for herself, even though she hardly dressed in them any longer. Every lady of those times rejoiced in a succulent appearance. To make a good match was the objective of any young lady in the process of courtship.

Brenda Laevery had decided to dress in deep mourning until the day of her own death. She could not commit the impertinence of forgetting her husband, who had been so devoted to his family, and above all to his wife. Besides, she was convinced that she, as a descendant of such a good family, a family of such rank, would be condemned by society if she committed the gaffe of marrying any good but ordinary man. The man who could erase the shade of her husband was quite simply nonexistent. So the years kept marching on, and upon Brenda's face the hard, cold lineaments of a lonesome woman became ever more marked. Her friends became fewer, and in the eyes of society she became just another ghost, among so many. Nobody wasted a thought on a dowager, not even her own children, who knew all her needs were perfectly satisfied.

Ben, for his part, was a wealthy man of ample prestige, charismatic and pleasing to the eye. He had a strong character that sometimes seemed like arrogance. He was grave and cold most of the time, but on social occasions he could put on a gentlemanly, cordial, and gallant manner, attracting a circle of charmed ladies around his person. When he visited the ballrooms of Saint-Étienne in the company of some schoolmates from the university, he found no lack of pretty and accomplished young ladies to surround him. A group of them might arrive in a cluster to greet him with coquettish curtseys, only to flee in a flutter of giggles and blushes. Others, more proper and demure, were introduced by their own mothers, and yet others were old acquaintances.

“Look at you, Ben! You are a real ladies' man. You don't even have to speak in order to have vanquished misses falling at your feet.”

But Ben cared little for such details and remarks. In truth, he felt that every party and ball became one ornament more on his already overdone apparel. He would spend the evening on his feet, in the shadow of a corner, looking at the ceiling or pretending interest in the conversation of some group of diplomats.

“You should ask some young lady to dance, Ben. You can't imagine what a poor show you make with such behavior, and above all how ladies of that age resent it.” 

“I apologize for not being as amiable and courteous as you. But where I come from, parties are more refined.”

“Forget that excess of etiquette, Ben. This ballroom is full of unmarried ladies. Isn't there one you find attractive? We are in France, there is more freedom of manners here. Women are not as prudish as in London.”

Ben shot a furious look at his comrade, but preferred to be silent; otherwise he might say something he would regret.

“You can get hold of one, or of two at a time, take them for a stroll in the garden, find a hidden corner, and there you can kiss them with no censure. They will know how to proceed under the circumstances.”

Ben snorted, feeling uncomfortable, and moved away from that pair of companions who did nothing but exasperate him. How could it be, even in this other region of the world, that men could be so lacking in manners or chivalry? 

After mulling over that suggestive remark, Ben approached the least-intimidating damsel he could see, with the intention of asking her for a dance. Miss Olive Bourbon was a young girl of seventeen with artificial-looking ringlets of pale-blond hair falling over half-naked shoulders. Ben studied her slight figure and managed to compare it to that of other young ladies. He could see little difference, save for the freshness and joviality of her face. All the ladies wore frocks with very ample skirts and a very tight bodice, which showed the waist to great advantage. The most daring among them offered a glimpse of bosom in their décolletage, while others preferred to display no more than bare shoulders or ungloved arms, thus setting themselves apart from women of the streets.

The young lady whom Ben addressed had a lovely pair of dimples and pouting lips, but that cosseted-child look was far from awakening Ben's desire or interest. He needed a woman he could present in society, not one who could be taken for his own daughter.

“Miss Bourbon, would you do me the honor of giving me the next dance?”

The girl smiled, excited, curtsied, and accepted with pleasure. She felt as if she were dancing with a prince charming, while he felt like the most pathetic man in the entire ballroom. He was incapable of smiling, when all he wanted was to get out of there as quickly as possible.

When the dance was over, Ben kissed Miss Bourbon's hand and made his farewells from everybody, with perfect good manners.

Next morning he would set out on the fatiguing voyage of return to London, where his mother awaited him with the latest news of the moment.

He had just arrived from France, after completing his studies at the university, and the only thing he wanted right then was some tranquility and good service in his own home. He did not want to think of anything else, excepting only his business enterprise and his liquor company. He was sick and tired of gala balls and parties.

The past few years had been very trying, especially since his inborn tendency to over-achievement made him demand more than he should of himself.

“Son, a man must always stamp his imprint on society. For what will you be remembered? For business properly conducted, and above all for money earned.” That dictum had always kept Ben very attentive at each step in his life, even when he was only a boy of seven. His father undertook to make his son a real man. That was precisely the father's task, while his wife's job was to shape her three daughters into proper, decent young ladies. Now every piece of advice, every demand of his father's had grown deep roots within Ben. Every business transaction he made, every trip he took, were accomplished with constant thoughts of his dead father.

In Mountain Hoods Manor, nothing was ever lacking; certainly not costly frocks or jewels. Servants were acquired anew every few years, with the end of preventing them from latching onto an aristocratic family which always had skeletons to hide in its cupboards.

“Look, Ben, servants are good for one purpose alone: to serve their masters. They should not be trusted to persist in serving the same family for generations, because some of them come to think they are part of the inheritance and lineage, while others are worse scandal-mongers than the newspaper men.”

Besides the family's pompous show, so obvious at first sight, gala balls were always held at Hoods Manor. This provided Mrs. Laevery with very good earnings, over and above her annuity. It was clear that with each gala ball, by lending her ballroom as a venue for public festivities, she obtained some silver coins to augment her income. And so it happened that Mrs. Laevery began to discover her own grandiose ability to make matrimonial matches.

“My dear Brenda, you are masterful in matters of romance. How did you manage to get your daughters so well married?” Mrs. Sherywood asked with an air of envy. She was a stout woman who displayed the very opposite of true London class. She was not slender, nor were her features delicate; she had a potato nose, pendant jowls, thick hands, feet clumsy in the acts of walking or dancing. Her hair had the texture of an old loofah, and she hid it in a construction of false hair and jeweled combs. The whole of society in London and Stratford was aware of her true origin, but her husband had silenced all insolent rumors by introducing himself at a gala as “the Count of Sherywood”. That sufficed to open a small space for him among the best families. In truth, despite her noble title, her succulent inheritance, and her great skill in uttering pious falsehoods, the noble families of true descent accorded her no more than a transparent pretense at ignoring her clumsy gestures, her recurrent impulse to criticize, and above all the pure peasant features of her face. 

“I don't know, my dear, I only know it's an inborn knack,” Brenda replied in a display of pride. Few families in society found satisfactory matches for their daughters. A handsome man, of good family and, above all, good fortune was not to be found on every corner of the streets. “The only one remaining single for the moment is my youngest daughter, although I hope to marry her off quite soon. She is of an age to become a wife.”

“I don't suppose that will be a problem,” was Mrs. Sherywood's arrogant reply. “Miss Phiona is a very beautiful young lady, and she's even sensible. She is quiet, refined, very well-mannered.” Then she added, this time with a certain despite and rage: “Everything an intelligent man looks for.” 

It was not easy to have the Laeverys living so nearby; they seemed like combatants in a war, rather than neighbors.

“That is so, that is so. But please, let us now enjoy the meal my servants are just beginning to serve.”

That was how Brenda discovered her own expertise in arranging marriages, be they for her own daughters or for some good friend who requested the favor. A favor for which Brenda would then exact repayment with interest, not only in economical terms but in the form of good recommendations, so that in a few months time she had gained the admiration of the whole town.

The poorer classes spoke of Mountain Hoods Manor as a magical residence over which the perfume of love hovered unrestricted. Young couples whose marriage was forbidden by their parents would run off, holding hands, to embrace in the shadow of its fir trees and so receive the benediction they longed for. Nobody could tell if these were mere legends, or products of the law of attraction, but all the young couples who exchanged kisses under these conditions ended up happily married, even when their social position or family descent were wholly out of tune. 

When these stories reached Brenda's ears she smiled, full of vanity, flattered to her depths. By now she was not only reserved and mistrustful, but rather egotistic. Seeing how the common people of village and city benefited from her house's good influence without paying a penny, 

Brenda no longer allowed Mountain Hoods Manor to be used as a venue for anybody else's balls. She would not do so, at least until all her daughters were married, and the last one to be possessed of matrimony was Phiona.

“My dear, you have just passed your eighteenth birthday, and I wish to give you in marriage.”

The girl's eyes shone like a merry couple of marbles, her cheeks reddened with natural blushes, her usual rosiness acquiring a darker hue. “And who shall the fortunate man be?”

“I am not yet sure, child, but I have sent invitations out to several counties. I hope the son of the Duchess of Prussia will be present. He is a young man of very high birth, twenty years old, yet still a bachelor. In addition, I hope your brother will be sensible enough to bring along a few friends of his, those who are waiting to contract matrimony.”

“It is my greatest wish, Mother,” the girl exclaimed smiling. She twirled around, holding the dress to her bosom. “My first desire is to marry a good-looking man, who will buy me lots of pretty frocks and jewels. I want to be every woman's envy.” 

“Well said, Phiona! I am so proud to have you for a daughter! Not like others,” Brenda said, with an impolite gesture in the direction of the window, pointing with her chin at the neighboring house. “Those girls don't have half your beauty or your accomplishments.” 

“I know it, Mother. That's why I am so grateful for your efforts to provide me with an education befitting my high rank, and to present me in society at an early age.”

“That's the idea, child. By the way, I believe you have several candidates on your waiting list.”

Phiona dropped the dress on the bed and ran into her mother's arms, overflowing with joy, and energetic as a child. 

“If the Duchess's son is not smitten by your beauty, he is a complete fool. But there's also Mr. Sturridge's eldest son.”

“Thank you, Mother!” Phiona exclaimed, smiling; her heart ready to explode with euphoria. “And my brother––will he attend the gala supper?” 

“It is likely. I wrote to him weeks ago, but he did not respond.” 

The girl nodded, somewhat solemn. She knew her brother and understood how difficult it was to talk him into attending social occasions, even within the family. “He has to be here. Nothing would suffice to excuse his absence.”

At the time, Ben was studying in France, but one of the servants carried the requisite invitation to the town of Saint-Étienne, early enough to give the only son to make it home in time to accompany his family and his youngest sister to the dance. He could then stay home for a few months in order to witness his sister's future engagement and finally her marriage. But to his mother and sister's vast disappointment, when Ben arrived in Stratford he was alone. And to make things worse, the son of the Duchess of Prussia did not come to the ball either. It only remained to hope Mr. Sturridge's son would be interested. 

When Ben entered the ballroom, many guests were already assembled. His mother was just descending the staircase with her daughter on her arm. Phiona had grown tall, she was a complete young woman with a well-proportioned figure, well-coiffed hair, and lovely features. He was pleased to see her in a most elegant ball-gown, acquired just for the occasion. He knew his mother was not accustomed to giving gifts on the cheap; she had certainly ordered it from the most expensive London shop. Or perhaps she had done even better than that, and had sent for a seamstress to measure the young lady in her own house. 

“How are you, brother?” the girl greeted him in a sophisticated and affected way. Then she twirled around in front of him, showing off her dress like a ballet dancer.

“I am well, a bit tired with the journey,” Ben answered dryly, half-closing his eyes because he felt dizzy. “I am glad you are out, and ready for marriage. It was high time,” he said.

He spoke in the playful, teasing tone he had used when they were children. But his sister seemed offended; she turned and left him while he was still speaking. Ben brushed it off, as something of no importance. Chits of marriageable age were liable to such tantrums, just as older women were prone to be forward or weak. How daunting was the task of finding a wife worthy of him! Unfortunately, his work required him to get married soon, so as to have a decent woman to escort to suppers and other social events.

After that gala ball, Brenda managed to ally her last daughter to an aristocratic man from a neighboring town, not caring for the fact that they had only just met. She had a serious conversation with Mr. and Mrs. Sturridge, who accepted her offer of a marriage of convenience, with more alacrity than she had predicted. 

“You know what young people are these days. They do not have the maturity, let alone the wisdom to make an adequate choice of a partner in life.”

“Indeed, Mrs. Laevery, we have brought up our son to respect serious obligations. But as you say, at any time an impatient brain cell may lead him into an imprudent act.”

“God forfend!” Brenda murmured, casting her eyes up to heaven. “Our children make a lovely couple and, besides, our two families united with ties of kinship will make everyone envious.”

“I would not want to appear inopportune, but when will our children have the opportunity to improve their acquaintance? I want the marriage to take place as soon as possible.”

“I understand your impatience, Mrs. Sturridge, but you must know that our daughter has to consider appearances. To announce an excessively early engagement or wedding might cause adverse gossip. You must be aware of the fact that when a girl is married off too promptly, it is often because of an indecorous cause...and my Phiona is a lady in every sense of the word.”

“I am so sorry...I had not considered such a thing; we must plan it all with great care and subtlety.”

During the next supper party, a few weeks later, Brenda announced Phiona's engagement to Arthur Sturridge. All those present applauded, with false smiles plastered on their faces. Mrs. Sherywood's words of congratulation were felt to be particularly unfortunate; one could hear her discomfort and above all her envy. “It is unbelievable that she should have such luck!” she thought as she sat back down after everyone drank a toast to the new fiancés. 

The young people were charmed with the news, because as soon as they set eyes on each other they had found some physical attraction, enough to believe that love would arise between them in a few years' time. Their parents had spoken to them about the projected matrimony, but they had not thought that supper party was for the purpose of announcing their brand-new relationship.

Phiona was fit to burst with joy and Arthur, an obnoxious, petulant boy, felt the world was at his feet because at last he had a beautiful, classy woman at his disposal.

Ben frowned when the announcement was made. He knew this union would bring nothing but problems, but he could not oppose his mother's decisions, even when he had to bite his tongue to remain silent.

His lips compressed, Ben gripped his mother's arm to draw her into a corner of the parlor, to recriminate her there. He stared fixedly at her and then preferred to remain silent. His mother could draw her own conclusions.

“I am very sorry, Ben, but that is the way matrimony is, among people of our rank: convenience, appearance, and above all class. Love must always be a secondary thing.”

That was and was not true. His two elder sisters had at least been in love when they were wed. 

“I understand perfectly, Mother. For that reason I do not intend to marry, not ever.”

“But Ben...”

“Please excuse me, Mother. I think it was a complete mistake for me to come here.”

Ben took his luggage and returned to France. He was tired of subjecting himself to all those standards imposed by society and family. Sometimes he thought himself a monster; other times he felt like just one victim more.

* * *



Chapter 2

By the spring of 1890, Ben was almost thirty years old and he still hadn’t met any woman who would attract him enough so as to marry her. Unlike his parents, he believed in true love, passion, and commitment. He did not intend to marry any woman just to silence social gossip.

His three sisters were married to handsome gentlemen from high-born families, at an appropriate age of course, as the bond should be more than acceptable to both families. “My Son, I am so glad you’re back!” I’ve missed you so much.” His mother welcomed, with a compact, repressed smile. In those days Brenda was already an old woman, but she always looked elegant. Her silver-streaked hair was braided into a navy-blue ribbon. Her features were harsh but sober. The high collar of her dress was well-buttoned and ironed; she always wore that tedious dark color of mourning. “Mother, I’m so happy to awaken such excitement in you,” said Ben, curious to find his mother still alone. After twenty years, he thought he would find some change for the better in her, but it seemed quite the opposite. Even though time went by, she continued to be shallow. “I have also been wishing for your well-being, Mother,” answered Ben in a detached and cordial manner. 

He had been brought up to address his mother as if she belonged to a much higher rank than him, this fact added to all the demands of the institute he had attended from the time he was a child.

He arranged the back of his suit before he sat in the Victorian chair, a piece made from gracefully carved wood, the upholstered seat in amber-colored velvet.

His mother was still so keen on keeping the house decorated in sober colors. But he couldn’t change her ideas, being an old lady as she was.

“What good news do you bring me, Son?” asked Brenda with excitement. She was hoping that after Ben had attended his sister’s wedding, the last ceremony that had taken place in that mansion, her son had become aware of the importance of marrying a high-class woman. But her son’s answer left her rather confused.

She thought he would be telling her about his oncoming engagement, but this didn’t happen and it didn’t seem it would happen soon. 

“Mother, I must tell you that the planned project is going really well.”

“Project, what project?”

Brenda smiled compliantly, feeling happy that her only son could fill her with such joy, even after her husband had died when Ben was only nine years old.

His mother cleared her throat, hiding her indignation, but she couldn’t deny that the news were not all that pleasant to hear.

“I’ll ask Lucas to serve us tea. I’ve got to know about all the details,” issued Brenda, refreshing her face with a paper fan adorned with a lotus flower on one side, and a cherry tree on the other. This piece was one of the few souvenirs from her husband, as well as all the magnificent jewels she no longer wore.

Ben frowned as he watched his mother moving her fan with sumptuous insistence, even though it was cold outside. He put his hands together and blew into them, so as to show his mother that it wasn’t hot at all, that it was really very cold.

It was the beginning of spring and the fireplace had been burning for months now. In other words, it had never been extinguished, but Brenda not only suffered from mood swings, she also went through strong changes in her body temperature, due to her waning hormones.

Waiting for the butler seemed endless, so Ben entertained himself with unusual details. He looked at his mother slantingly, while his eyes got lost in the view from the living- room window.

He looked at the garden with immense longing, so easily remembering all he thought he had forgotten. 

His father would have been sixty years old next month, a bit older than his mother. He sighed gloomily as he thought of all those months of absence, the governess in charge of all their basic needs, while the maids took care of his sisters and of Brenda, as she had been obsessively attacked by an exalted depression.

All those years without his father had been complete madness, but being the only male in a family of several daughters, he required a proper education. Only a year after his father’s death, Ben was sent to a boarding school where he spent a great part of his youth, becoming not only a gentleman, but also acquiring the personality of a true Laevery. Three basic rules would define his high-class category: Being gallant at all times and always respecting the ladies, but without being carried away by their charms, and moreover, choosing a good-looking and well-bred wife before the age of thirty-two. They were all absurd rules, but even so, Ben had respected them along with many others, but he still had to fulfill the most important one. Luckily, he was still in time to marry a lady of his own status, and by then, love seemed to him like a childish whim. He smiled when he discovered that his mother’s reasons for giving away her daughters in loveless matrimonies were in themselves, the flower of her wisdom. “I will marry the first woman I meet,” Ben said to himself. 

While he waited for his tea to arrive, Ben looked away from the window and into the parlor. It was impossible not to think of his childhood while being in this room, even though he hadn’t visited his home for more than ten years.

The parlor was fresh and elegant, with heavy curtains that allowed the sight of the clear glass once they were drawn open. The fireplace faced an ivory-white Georgian-style set of couches, with riveted bronze decorations and cedar-wood legs that were a delightful sight. The floor was carpeted in a more subtle purple hue than the curtains and there were several luxurious tables with porcelain and bronze ornaments and the gold-outlined Murano crystals. This was all that Ben could look at with a quick glance, before his mother demanded his attention once again.

“What is it you’re thinking about, Son?”

“I’m just remembering the fine evenings as a child; those years before my father died.” Answered Ben wistfully, looking back at his mother’s ice-cold look. When their eyes met, it was like a fiery and frozen duel; his mother’s blue-violet eyes freezing his always sagacious brown look.

“I know how hard it was for all of us, Son, but more so for you and for me.”

Ben nodded, trying not to recall more than the necessary so as not to afflict his mother, as when he looked at her, he could see the flame of life extinguishing in its last moments.

Even though she did not have too many wrinkles and her head had only a few silver highlights, Brenda was a mature woman, she was in her fifties and her heart was weakened, her hands stiffened by arthritis and time. Sometimes, when it was very cold and her body didn’t react, due to menopause, her fingers went numb and purple, she would impassively hold on to her arched legs, like the claws of an iguana climbing a weak tree-trunk. 

A few minutes after being summoned, the butler appeared in the room, clearing his throat politely, so as to interrupt the moment, then he courteously said hello to his lady and to his young gentleman. 

“How nice of you,” said Ben with a smile and offending his mother by this.

Lucas made a gesture while he leaned his face over his shoulder, bowing to his lady with his hand on his back.

He put the silver tea tray on the table, with sweet and savory hors-d’oeuvres, as well as a smoking tea pot with a few sour orange drops in it.
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