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Lady Enid Blair, a young, sloe-eyed beauty with golden tresses and soft, creamy skin, understood that any shocking thing was possible in the city of Paris in 1789. But this wedding dinner a few short hours after her marriage to Lord Andrew Blair far exceeded anything she or any other good English virgin could have imagined. It was the climax of a series of unsettling events that had occurred ever since she had agreed to marry the dashing but dissolute young nobleman two months ago.

“La-di-da sort of fellow,” her father, Lord Alfred Henson, had commented weakly from his sickbed. Then his eyes—plum-colored like Enid’s—had met hers in a look of appeal. “Because of my illness and a slump in my business interests, we are nearly destitute. Lord Andrew has offered to extend unlimited credit to me, and your marriage to him would be provident, indeed.”

Enid had had no deep love for Andrew, but she had known that he moved in the highest social circles of London, was much admired by some for his reckless behavior, and was enormously wealthy. She had felt obliged to agree to the match for the sake of her parents, and when Andrew had made his proposal, she had accepted, but with a chill in her heart. She had sensed that even if she strove to be a good and faithful wife, the marriage was in some way doomed.

This had not been the best of circumstances in which to consent to become a bride, but worse had followed. Not only had Andrew insisted that Enid give up her religion for him, he had also demanded—as a firm provision of their agreement—that they be married in Paris at the chateau of his good friend Vicomte Claude Robert.

On the long journey to France, Enid had been chaperoned by her elderly nurse, Mrs. Giddings, but this morning, before the wedding ceremony, Lord Andrew had dismissed the kindly woman and sent her back to England.

Plump Mrs. Giddings had come to Enid’s chamber in tears. “I must leave you now, dear child,” she said. “May the good Lord watch over you!”

Enid had risen from her dressing table in astonishment. “He is sending you back before the wedding?”

Mrs. Giddings had nodded, her sallow face reflecting her misery. “It was always my hope to see you take your vows on your wedding day, but as things are, I’m just as well pleased not to be here. To see you married to the likes of him is too distressing!”

Enid had embraced her nurse, saying tearfully, “I shall miss you so, but you must not worry.”

“Worry, indeed!” Mrs. Giddings had declared indignantly. “What else can I do? That young rake is not marrying you out of affection but to suit his own convenience. Don’t you realize that?”

“Mrs. Giddings!”

“It’s true!” the woman had persisted. “You know the things that have been said about him in England. And now he’s the guest of his good friend the vicomte! Did you note their greeting when they met the other day? Kissed each other on the lips in full view of everyone!”

“The French have different ways,” Enid had murmured, though the incident had shocked her also.

“This Frenchman has different ways,” Mrs. Giddings had sniffed. “And so has your husband-to-be, if I may make so bold.”

“I’m sure it is not as you think,” Enid had protested.

Mrs. Giddings had eyed her with great concern. “You have always been my girl, a good Christian lady. You are doing this for your father and mother, I know it all too well. But I pray you will not be crushed by this atmosphere of sinfulness—that you will rise above it. I pray you will!”

Enid had embraced the woman again. “Thank you, dear Mrs. Giddings. Your words give me comfort and cheer. I wish you a safe and pleasant voyage home. And when you see my parents, please give them my love and say I shall write them each day.”

With Mrs. Giddings gone, Enid had felt miserably alone. The French maids assigned to her were attentive enough, but she could not understand all that they said; besides, she had had the uneasy feeling that at times they were making fun of her. After completing her toilette, she had donned a pale blue gown and gone downstairs for luncheon.

The vicomte, who was to be best man at the wedding, the Duchess d’Orleans, whom the vicomte had selected as Enid’s matron of honor, and Lord Andrew had been standing together at the foot of the stairs, indulging in a rather excited conversation when she joined them. The vicomte, a young, effeminate man in a white wig and a dark blue velvet jacket, was good-looking in a fine-featured sort of way. He had kissed Enid’s hand and introduced her to the duchess, a somewhat mannish woman in looks and gestures, but who spoke in a soft, deep-throated voice.

“What a lovely bride you will make,” the duchess had remarked, studying Enid through a jewel-studded lorgnette.

Andrew had given the vicomte a smiling glance from his dark, hooded eyes and added, “And how kind of Claude to allow us the use of his private chapel!”

This statement had surprised Enid. “I had no idea … I assumed we would be married in some lovely cathedral.”

The vicomte had laughed softly. “You will find our family chapel as impressive as any church in Paris. Petite perhaps, but in excellent taste.”

“And so appropriate, since the wedding is to be an intimate one,” the duchess had commented.

“I’m sure Enid will be delighted with the wisdom of your choice,” Andrew had said. “Is that not so, my dear?”

“As you’ve made all the other arrangements, I must leave this to your judgment as well,” she had replied.

Claude had been quick to reassure her. “You will not be let down, dear lady. The personal confessor to our family, Cardinal Léger, has consented to perform the ceremony. He will arrive in the late afternoon.”

So she had sat down to luncheon in a small anteroom adjacent to the dining salon, which was being prepared for the elaborate wedding dinner. Much of the time the others had spoken in French, in which Enid was not too proficient. She could follow only part of what was being said, and thus she could not help but feel left out of the conversation. Her companions had paid her scant attention as they laughed and talked among themselves. Enid had comforted herself with the thought that later, when they were alone, Andrew would lavish all his love on her.

Nothing had happened at the luncheon to upset her, but shortly afterward an incident had occurred that had sent Enid into a flurry of doubts about the advisability of this marriage to which she had agreed.

She had decided to question Andrew further about the details of the wedding ceremony, and had been making her way from her bedchamber along the wide, shadowed corridor when she had suddenly come upon the Duchess d’Orleans, some twenty feet away. The duchess had been standing at one of the many full-length mirrors that adorned the corridor walls, carefully studying her tall frame. While Enid had watched from the protecting shadows, the woman had reached up and removed her wig, revealing the head of a man with short-cropped hair. Enid had almost cried out her shock at this unbelievable sight. Then the duchess had replaced the wig, and Enid had again seen the image of a titled noblewoman. But there had been no doubt in her mind that for some unaccountable reason this person was a man posing as a woman—a woman who would be her matron of honor!

The duchess had walked away and entered a room that apparently was hers. Enid had waited a moment, then, with her heart pounding, had sped to Andrew’s chamber and knocked on the door.

A young valet had answered, eyeing her impudently. Andrew, who had been standing before a pier glass powdering his wig, had come forward to greet her, his handsome face breaking out in a welcoming smile.

“Andrew, I must speak to you alone,” Enid had whispered in a quavering voice.

He had nodded to the valet, who departed immediately. After she had entered, Andrew had closed the door and taken her in his arms. She could smell his perfume and powder. He had kissed her gently and murmured, “Why is my tiny sparrow trembling so?”

Close to tears, she had replied, “I do not like any of it—being so far from home, having my wedding here rather than in a church. And I do not like your friend Claude—he always seems to be mocking me!”

“That is ridiculous! I’m afraid you are being childish, my sweet.”

“There is something else,” she added. “The duchess is a man! I saw her remove her wig, and I’m certain she is a man!”

Andrew had frowned for a moment and then laughed good-humoredly. “You have discovered a secret, it is true. But not the one you think. The duchess is simply one of those unfortunate women who are afflicted with baldness. She cut her hair short as a remedy and in the meanwhile wears the best of wigs.”

Enid had realized he might be telling the truth, though she had still entertained doubts. “There are other things about the duchess which suggest she is a male … her voice and her mannerisms.”

Andrew had begun to lose some of his cheerfulness. “This is not the time or place to discuss the poor woman. We are to be wed within the hour. It would be more seemly if you devoted your time to readying yourself for the ceremony.”

Enid had been party to his bad humors before and knew that nothing would be gained by further argument. She could only hope that he had told her the truth and all would be well.

He had kissed her again and smiled as he saw her to the door. “Try to look happier. After all, this is to be the most important day in your life.”

“I’m sorry. It’s just that I’m so far from home and my parents.”

“Your father is bedridden and your mother is his nurse,” her husband-to-be reminded her. “They could not have attended any public ceremony had we been married in London.”

“We could just as well have been married in my father’s house in Surrey as here in the house of the vicomte!”

“To be married in the chapel of a vicomte’s house, and by a cardinal, is an honor. You must not show yourself to be ungrateful.”

“I have no wish to be, but I’m very confused by all I find around me.”

Andrew had laughed softly. “That is the proper state of mind for any young bride-to-be. Off to your room and dress, now!”

She had obeyed him. The two chittering little French maids had dressed her in a gown of bridal-white satin adorned with a flowing lace veil. Just before she had left the room the duchess had appeared, wearing a formal gown of purple silk with a lavish diamond pendant at her throat. In that strange voice the duchess had trilled, “Such a dear bride! I’m so delighted!”

The noblewoman had escorted Enid downstairs and then to a distant wing in which the chapel was located. The chapel was small, but, as the vicomte had promised, it was very beautifully decorated. The stained-glass windows behind the rosewood altar depicted scenes of Christ’s journeyings. The highly polished oaken communion table was intricately sculptured with a fine eye to detail. Tiny candles flickered in several niches, their light bathing the sanctuary in a warm glow.

After a few moments the cadaverous-looking cardinal had appeared, clad in heavy crimson robes. He had bowed to them and taken his place before the altar. Then Andrew and Claude had arrived, Andrew in a handsome gold velvet waistcoat embroidered in white and matching breeches, and the vicomte in a red brocade waistcoat, also embroidered in white, and dark red breeches.

Andrew had stood beside Enid and whispered, “How lovely you look, dearest.”

She had given him a tiny smile, thinking wistfully of her parents and Mrs. Giddings. Then the ceremony had begun, and within a short period of time they had been proclaimed husband and wife. The cardinal had remained only long enough to bow gravely to each of them and shake their hands.

“Lady Blair!” In his mocking fashion the vicomte had addressed Enid by her new title. “What a stunning pair you and Andrew make!”

“Thank you,” she had said. And to the duchess, “I appreciate your part in the ceremony.”

The duchess had purred her pleasure. “This is my first experience as a matron of honor, and I shall treasure it.”

“And now for the high point of it all,” Claude had announced with simpering smugness. “The wedding dinner, to which I have given my greatest attention.”

Andrew had cast a knowing glance at him. “I’m sure we all shall be delighted by it! It is bound to be an unusual surprise for my new wife.”

“What a divine notion!” the duchess had exclaimed with matronly approval.

“So let us proceed to the dining hall!” The vicomte and the duchess had led the way, and Enid had followed on Andrew’s arm. For a brief while she had felt that perhaps the marriage would turn out better than she had expected. Andrew appeared to show a sincere affection for her, and even though his friends were strange, they had gone to a great deal of trouble to make the wedding a success. So it would be on to the wedding dinner and then to that blissful wedding night when she and Andrew would be one. Afterward, she would be closer to him than anyone, and she would sway him from his gambling, his drinking, and his odd choice of friends.

The dining hall was large, high-ceilinged, and almost completely draped in green velvet curtains. The table for their wedding feast had been set for four, with Enid and Andrew at opposite ends of the white damask tablecloth. The gleaming silver, sparkling cut-glass crystal, and gold plate almost took Enid’s breath away. She had rarely seen such opulence. The silver candelabra with its lighted white tapers offered the only illumination.

“It is magnificent!” she had found herself exclaiming.

The vicomte, seated to her right, but midway down the length of the table, had smiled and assured her, “It is only the start, Lady Blair!”

“I’m sure the food and wine will equal the splendor of our surroundings,” the duchess had proclaimed.

“I have no fear of that,” Andrew had chuckled, apparently enjoying a private joke with Claude and the duchess. “I have sampled Claude’s hospitality before.”

“I trust this dinner will not disappoint you,” the vicomte had said with a smile for both Enid and Andrew. He had seemed so very pleasant she had reproved herself for having been suspicious of him.

He had rung a bell placed beside his wine glass, the signal that eventually caused Enid to allow that any shocking event was now possible in Paris. The bell signaled the entrance of a Nubian bearing a silver pitcher of amber wine. The huge black man came directly to her side and poured the liquid into her wine glass.

It was not his actions that startled her but his lurid appearance. Except for the golden cloth turban wound about his head and a gold chain at his neck, the man was completely naked. Despite her modesty, she could not ignore the fact that he was more than adequately endowed. Enid was a twenty-year-old virgin who had never seen a naked man before, and the sight of the giant black servant whose body was so totally exposed caused her cheeks to burn and her breath to come out in little gasps. From the others at the table she heard unsympathetic titters.

But this was to be only the beginning. Other young male servants, some no more than mere boys, appeared to serve the dishes of food and the decanters of wine. All of them were naked except for the elaborate gold jewelry about their throats. This endless display of male nudity so upset and confused Enid that she was barely able to raise her eyes from her plate as the feast proceeded.

It was almost a relief when equally naked young women came to remove the glasses and dishes. However, lithe females with full, round bosoms and curving bodies were in the minority. It was evident that male servants were the main attraction.

Andrew and his friends talked among themselves in French and largely ignored Enid, except to turn to her occasionally and raise their glasses in leering toasts. Enid was overwhelmed with embarrassment and confusion; her most urgent impulse was to flee from the scene before her. But she did not know what sort of response this would elicit from her new husband. She was certain that, no matter how vicious his behavior, he would be firmly of the opinion that she should remain all through their wedding feast.

The sight of the massive male organ had at first aroused her slightly, but now she felt repulsed by the smirking young servants as they waited on her. With each passing moment she thought she was in the middle of a wild nightmare.

“To my wife!” Andrew slurred in English, and rose to offer her another toast. The other two joined in with drunken glee. The wig of the duchess was now slightly awry, and the grand dame looked more like a man than ever. The vicomte spent much of his time stroking the buttocks of the youthful male servants.

Enid saw the wine dribble down the front of her husband’s ruffled shirt as one of the serving boys placed yet another course in front of her. She jumped up from the table.

“You must excuse me!” she cried. “I have a dreadful headache!” She turned, and lifting her skirts slightly, ran from the room. Jeering laughter followed her exit and echoed in her ears as she raced through the corridors and up the endless stairways of the great gray stone chateau. When she reached her own room, she threw herself on the wide bed and sobbed with despair. She had not expected the wedding dinner to be a paragon of perfection, but she had not dreamed it would turn into an exhibitionist orgy.

After a little while she recovered somewhat and saw that her nightgown and robe had been carefully laid out on the bed. Slowly she began preparations for the arrival of Andrew. She bathed and perfumed her body and stood before the long mirror, inspecting herself critically. Could she match the beautiful women whom she had seen below in the dining hall?

As she gazed at her naked reflection she could not help but feel pride in her slender, curvaceous body. Her breasts were firm and uplifted, her long golden curls were repeated in miniature in the thick mound between her legs, and her hips and thighs flowed in a slim, provocative line. Surely she could offer Andrew enough to turn him from his promiscuous ways. With a sigh, she reached for her thin silk nightdress.

Before she could slip it on, the door to her room was thrown open and an irate and besotted Andrew staggered in. Seeing her naked, he sneered, “Were you in such a hurry for the bed, then?”

Holding the gown protectively before her, she replied, “It wasn’t that! I could no longer endure the dreadful things going on down there!”

“All that was for you!” Andrew gasped, swaying toward her. “Claude put on the show for you!”

“Then he needn’t have bothered!” she retorted bitterly.

Andrew moved toward her, taking off his jacket as he moved and throwing it on the stone floor. He seized her by the arms and tore the nightdress from her. Then he pressed her naked body to him and began kissing her on the mouth while his hands explored her roughly.

She tried to resist his violent attempts at lovemaking, but he had thrown her onto the bed and was feverishly undoing his breeches. His angry, sneering face loomed above her as he thrust his hard, erect member into her and began to pummel her insides. The direct attack brought such a sharp pain that she cried out repeatedly. Her moans only urged him on, and within a matter of minutes he had expended himself and withdrawn from her.

While he busied himself with buttoning his breeches, he said, “That fulfills my obligation, I trust. I hope you have not been disappointed.” With that he lurched away, managed to pick up his waistcoat, and left the chamber, slamming the door behind him.

Enid lay there, completely miserable and humiliated. She had never felt so abused in her entire life. She tried to summon a logical reason for his unforgivable treatment of her on their wedding night, but the best she could do was to come up with only a shadow of an explanation that excused Andrew in his state of disgusting drunkenness.
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After a tormented sleep in which the naked young males of the dining salon flitted in and out of her dreams, Enid awakened to a sun-filled morning. She felt disgraced and very much alone. A maid brought her breakfast on a tray, but she could eat only a small portion. She dressed hastily in a new yellow cambric gown chosen for the honeymoon and went downstairs in search of her husband.

The first person she met was the young vicomte. He offered her a simpering smile. “I trust you enjoyed a pleasant wedding night?”

She did not reply directly but asked instead, “Where is my husband?”

“Andrew has gone out for a short while,” his friend said. “He will be back soon.”

“I see,” she replied tautly.

“He has many friends in Paris.”

“Really?”

“And he likes to gamble,” Claude added. “You will soon discover that.”

“I know it already,” she said in a quiet voice. “You have no knowledge of where he has gone?”

“None at all.” The effeminate nobleman appeared to be enjoying her plight. “The duchess has also left and sends her love to you.”

“How kind,” she responded in the same low tone.

His pale eyes held a mocking light as he went on. “You are annoyed at my party for you last night?”

She looked down at her slippers. “Let us say I did not understand it.”

“You will,” he assured her. “After you spend some time here, you will begin to understand the ways of my house.”

“I would hope that we would leave here shortly,” she countered bravely.

His fine-featured face registered surprise. “But why? I offer you my home as your own. You must feel free to use it as such.”

“Your offer is most generous, truly, but I feel it is unfair to begin married life under that kind of condition.”

The vicomte was amused. “But of course, you are still a little country girl. You would do well to broaden your outlook and become more a woman of the world.”

“I have no wish to change!”

“Andrew may have some ideas about that. I know he plans to remain here. There are so many things we both enjoy together. He likes the gaming table, and so do I. He has a fondness for beauty such as Paris offers, and so do I.”

“Was last night a sample of what you choose to call beauty?” Enid demanded.

“I suppose you could say that,” the vicomte replied, toying with a lace handkerchief.

“You are a single man entitled to your preferences. But Andrew has married me, and he must consider me in these matters.”

Her husband’s friend gave a small, brittle laugh. “I fear you know much less about Andrew than I.”

“That doesn’t surprise me at all,” she replied, and spun around angrily toward the stairs.

Enid remained in her room, seated by the window, until the late afternoon, when Andrew appeared. He was wearing a brown linen waistcoat and fawn breeches; his eyes were bloodshot and his face was bloated.

His opening remark was curt. “I understand you have been unpleasant with Claude.”

She rose from her chair. “That isn’t true. I told him I was unhappy here and that I wished to spend my honeymoon somewhere else.”

Andrew’s handsome face became mottled. “How dare you say such a thing when he has been so generous to us?”

“I do not care for his generosity,” she returned sharply. Then she gave her husband a pleading look. “If you love me, Andrew, take me away from here. I want to forget this place and the ugliness of last night. There is an unhealthy atmosphere here!”

He eyed her coldly. “I suppose, in the ugliness of last night, you wish to include my lovemaking.”

“If you care to call your rape of me by that name!” she flared.

He nodded as if he had expected this reply. “Let me put your mind at ease so that you may enjoy your sojourn here. I shall not inflict my crudeness on you again.”

Enid believed he was making an apology. She touched his arm and said in a more pleasant fashion, “I do not blame you. You were in a drunken state and suffering from the unfortunate influence of your friends. Another time it will be different, I’m sure.”

Andrew moved away and stood with his back to her. When he spoke again, his voice held a note of shocking finality. “There will be no other time.”

She stared at his back and gasped, “I’m not sure I understand.”

He turned to her, his weakly handsome face white and grim. “I know that you don’t, but it is better that you do. I propose that we be man and wife in name only. That we present a happy facade for the world but otherwise live as single people.”

“You are saying this because I protested about last night?”

“No. I’m saying it because it was my original intent. Only one as naive as yourself wouldn’t have guessed it long ago.”

“Our marriage is to be a charade?”

“If you wish to call it that.”

“But why?”

“Dammit, woman, must I be brutally frank? I married you for respectability, and it will be your duty to fulfill that task, and to give my name a proper tone. I do not ask for or expect an heir. I simply want you to serve me on public and social occasions, and in return I shall take care of your parents and keep you in the best of circumstances.”

She stared at him as the truth slowly dawned on her. “Our marriage is a sham—a kind of unpleasant joke!”

“Yes, I suppose it is,” he agreed.

“Your friends think so! That is why they staged that dreadful display last night!”

Andrew said wearily, “You are a most tiresome jade. Let me say it bluntly. Both Claude and I have a definite preference for young men. Do you understand me now?”

She shook her head, dazed by his brazen declaration. “I heard such gossip in London and closed my ears to it. I would not believe it!”

“That is why I have married you. Simply to put such rumors to rest. And for that you are ideal.”

“You scoundrel! I suppose you and the vicomte are lovers?”

“We are at times,” he admitted with a smile. “That shouldn’t shock you. He is a very pretty fellow, don’t you think?”

Tears brimmed in her sloe eyes. “I hate you! You are loathsome! I can never forgive you for degrading me!”

“Be grateful for our marriage agreement,” he sighed. “Your parents need worry no more. And you can become a great lady of London and the Continent.”

“A great lady whose husband despises and mocks her?”

“Not at all,” Andrew said, less hostile now that he had made his confession. “You are perfectly fine in your own way. I certainly could have chosen another young woman, but I was taken by you. And if you were a lad, you’d have no trouble keeping me faithful to you!”

“I suggest you married me because Lord Alfred Henson, even though ill and destitute, possesses a more honorable name than you do. You chose me carefully so there would be no scandal against us. My father’s name would ensure that his friends give at least a token respect to what they must know is an obscene marriage!”

“You are sharp,” he acknowledged. “I was aware of that on our first meeting.”

“How you must hate me to do this to me!”

“Don’t be tiresome, my dear. After I left you last night I joined the duchess in a round of Parisian night spots, and I’m very weary today.”

“Debauchery!”

He shrugged. “Call it that, if you like. And by the way, you were right—the duchess is a man.”

“A witness at our wedding!” she gasped with horror.

“I’m sure that makes it legal nonetheless,” Andrew told her. “He long ago assumed a feminine identity and a suitable name. So, you see, it takes all kinds to make up our world.”

Afraid she might faint, Enid closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. “Am I to understand that you refuse to take me away from here?” she asked.

“I will not leave here, but if you wish, I can have you moved to a hotel for the rest of the time we’re in Paris. I can visit and dine with you a few times for appearance sake.”

“You would dare suggest such a thing?”

“I’m only trying to make things as pleasant for you as I can under the circumstances. Really, Enid, I’m not a cad. I will always look out for you.”

“You are not a cad but a fiend!” she shot back.

“Whatever,” he said with a sigh. “Tell me, don’t you have a married friend who lives near Versailles? I believe you spoke of visiting her while we were here. You could do that on your own.”

Enid shuddered. “I would be ashamed to have Lucinda know what I have come to!”

“But she need not know! Surely you can be discreet.” Andrew warmed up to the idea. “Explain that I’m kept in Paris by a series of business problems and that you wished to see her for a few days.”

“I could not face her! How am I to face anyone?” Enid cried in despair.

“I’m certain you will accommodate yourself to the situation in time,” her new husband said, moving toward the door. “Since you probably don’t wish to come down for dinner, I shall have a tray sent up to you. I beg you to think about all we have discussed and to try to work out a sensible plan. If you choose to be foolish about yourself, at least think of your parents and their welfare.” With that, Andrew turned and left the room.

Enid was a proud, spirited girl who had bent herself to her husband’s rakehell behavior in order to win him over. But his blunt revelations left her with no hope. Only someone who had no intention of changing his ways would so openly flaunt his sexual proclivities.

She was beyond tears. Pride and anger replaced her former desolation. She went to the window and gazed out at the chestnut trees swaying slightly in the spring breezes. Andrew had been right about one thing at least. She had been incredibly naive to enter into this marriage. Now she was a partner in the charade from which she must somehow extricate herself as best she could. The major weakness in any line of battle she might evolve was her parents. They needed her husband’s financial support and had no conception of the depths of his perfidy. If they had known, they would never have allowed the marriage to take place.

Enid’s mind slid back to that last discussion at her parents’ home in distant Surrey. The picturesque old country house on the vast Henson estate seemed very dear to her now. And so did her parents.

She had stood by her father’s bedside, opposite her mother, who had sat holding Lord Alfred’s hand. Lady Caroline, an older edition of Enid, was still a beauty in middle age. Her dark blue eyes had showed concern as she had asked Enid, “Are you completely certain about this marriage, my dear?”

“Yes, I am,” Enid had replied quietly.

Her father, prematurely aged by the stroke that had disabled his left side, had murmured, “You must not do it for our sake, though Andrew has been quite generous to us.”

“The young man has more money than he knows what to do with,” Lady Caroline had told her husband. “And remember, you and Andrew’s father were close friends. If his father were alive today, he would gladly tide you over this difficult time.”

Lord Alfred had sighed. “If I could regain my strength, I might be able to recoup some of the losses I incurred from the latest South Seas venture. I fear we have another South Sea Bubble on our hands—nearly seventy years after the original!” He had laughed without humor. “My problem is to delay disaster until I have a chance to gather something out of the rubble.”

Enid had known that the doctor had only the faintest hope for her father’s recovery. “You must not worry,” she had said. “I like Andrew well enough. He is not my ideal, but he is attractive and popular, and he seems to like me. I could wait a long time and not make as good a match.”

“That is very sensible thinking,” her father had agreed.

“Besides, I have more than reached a marriageable age. Am I not already twenty years old?”

“It is my opinion that marriage should be entered into only for love,” Lady Caroline had demurred wistfully.

Enid had smiled wryly. “I haven’t said I don’t love him, Mother.”

“I see it in your face, child.”

To this her father had added his concern. “You must be frank with us, my dear. You are more important to us than anything else. Even if we had to sell this place and live in one of the cottages, it would be preferable to your making an unhappy match.”

Enid had given him a determined look. “I’m sure I can make Andrew happy and all will be well.”

Lady Caroline had risen and kissed her. “You have always been a dutiful daughter and a comfort to us.”

Enid had smiled at her mother and kissed her father on the forehead. “Neither of you must worry. I think it best that we follow Andrew’s plan that he and I be married in Paris. It will save you both concern and expense.”

“But to be married in a foreign city without anyone there of your own!” Lady Caroline had lamented.

“I shall have Lucinda stand up for me. We were the best of friends before she married Duke d’Orsay and went to live in Versailles.”

“I had forgotten about Lucinda,” her mother had said, looking less upset. “She would be an excellent choice, of course, and in a way would represent your family and your English friends.”

“I shall write her.” But Enid never had. Andrew had protested the idea immediately. He had insisted that the vicomte, who was giving them his house, make all the wedding arrangements. And because of her blind faith in him, she had agreed, not realizing what lay ahead of her. But she had been optimistic about so many things in those days.

She shook herself out of her reverie when a maid arrived with a tray of savory food and drink and placed it on a small oak table. Enid felt little like eating, but she forced herself to partake of some nourishment. At the same time she tried to determine how best to deal with her plight. She came to a rather surprising conclusion.

Perhaps if she ignored her husband’s failing and showed faith in him, in time he would reconsider his unhappy way of life and turn to her as he should have from the beginning. The more she pondered this, the more it seemed to make sense. Patience, she told herself, is a necessity now.

When she had finished the meal, she decided to tell Andrew that she would try to make the best of things if, in his turn, he would promise to give her some consideration. She fixed her hair, arranged her yellow gown to its most becoming state, and left her chamber.

In the hallway she met the vicomte, who bowed and said, “I trust you are feeling better, Lady Enid.”

“Much better,” she replied. “I’m on my way to tell my husband I no longer object to remaining here for a while.”

Claude looked uneasy. “I’m most pleased to hear this. But perhaps it would be better to wait until later to discuss this with Andrew.”

“I think it best to get it over with at once,” she told the slender young nobleman. “We parted earlier with bitter words.”

The vicomte continued to appear uncomfortable. “I strongly advise that you let it go until the morning, Lady Enid.”

Enid shook her head. “My mind is made up. I must speak to him now. The longer the harsh words remain between us, the more harm will be done.”

Claude shrugged. “Then you must do as you wish.”

She thought his manner strange, but then, he was a rather peculiar individual. She moved on until she reached the door to Andrew’s room. She knocked on it gently and then, with a smile on her lovely face, opened it.

What she saw made her smile swiftly change into a look of horror. On her husband’s bed were Andrew and one of the male servants. Both were nude, locked in a sexual embrace. They did not even seem aware of her, so deeply involved were they in their amorous bout. Enid quickly closed the door and stood outside it for a moment, stunned beyond belief.

She understood now why Claude had been so unwilling for her to intrude on her husband. He had known! Until this moment she had thought she could accept the lifestyle of the man she had married, but now that she had confronted it, she realized she could never condone what was to her an ugly, sordid business.

Her one driving thought was to escape from the chateau and all that it symbolized. She returned to her room and wrote Andrew a lengthy note outlining her feelings. Then she set about packing one of her large valises. This done, she went downstairs to seek out the vicomte. She found him reclining on a mauve silk divan in the drawing room, holding the hand of one of the younger and more attractive servant boys.

“May I intrude?” she asked.

The vicomte rose hastily, and the youth immediately departed.

“Yes, dear lady?” the vicomte said.

“I understand now why you wished me to delay talking to Andrew.”

He sighed. “I tried to prevent your coming upon him.”

“I appreciate that. But I believe it is better that I discover the truth bluntly. Therefore, I cannot remain here after all.”

“Where will you go?”

“Andrew suggested a hotel or a visit to my friend in Versailles. I have decided on the latter. While she is not expecting me, I know she will welcome me for a short visit. By that time Andrew will no doubt be ready to return to England, and he can escort me back to London.”

“You do not plan to break with him completely?”

She hesitated a moment. “I dare not as yet. My parents need his help, so I will play the role of his wife as he wishes. But I won’t remain here to witness his antics.”

“You will be faced with the same problem back in London,” the vicomte warned her.

“I will count on his being more discreet in England,” she replied. “At any rate, that is something I will deal with later. In the meantime, will you please give him this envelope with my note enclosed?”

“Gladly.”

“One thing more. I will need a carriage to take me to Versailles.”

Claude nodded. “I can manage that easily, though it will take a little time to arrange. Let me caution you that making the journey by night could be dangerous.”

“I shall risk it.”

“Very well. I will have the carriage ready in an hour, and a driver whom I trust to look after you. But you must allow several hours for the trip, especially at night. You won’t arrive there until dawn.”

“As long as I am on my way,” Enid told him firmly.

“It would be wiser to leave at dawn than to ride through the night,” he advised.

“I prefer to take the risk to remaining here.”

He shrugged. “Well, you know best. I shall look after the carriage at once.”

An hour later Enid returned downstairs, dressed in a gray cloak with a silver fox hood, and carrying her valise. Claude was waiting for her in the reception hall. There was no sign of Andrew, who she assumed was still in bed with the male servant.

“I planned to send someone up to get your bag,” the vicomte said.

“I’m quite capable of carrying it, thank you anyway.” Enid tossed her gold curls. “I was brought up on a country estate and have led an outdoor life.”

“I can see that,” the nobleman remarked. “So now you will visit the town where our king has his palace. Louis and Marie Antoinette have resided in Versailles all through their reign.”

“I am aware of that. Is my carriage outside?”

“It will be in a moment,” he said. “Are you sure you won’t reconsider this step?”

She gave him a sharp look. “I do not see my husband here to argue with me.”

“He does not know of your plan to depart. I didn’t dare to intrude on him.”

“I understand. And I’m fully determined to do as I told you earlier.”

“I will deliver your note,” he promised. After a moment’s pause he went on. “I have been at the court in Versailles and have talked with the king and his Marie.”

“Indeed?”

“I’m a friend of Louis’s cousin Philippe d’Orléans … Who is the lady you intend to visit?”

“She is the wife of Duke Victor d’Orsay.”

“Ah, yes.” The vicomte nodded. “They have a fine estate not far from the palace. The d’Orsays are an old family with a great deal of money. True aristocrats!”

“So I have heard.”

The vicomte sighed. “But time may be running short for us aristocrats. The common people are in a turmoil. The American Revolution has offered a dangerous precedent. There is growing talk of a revolution in France, and if all goes well with the American Colonies, I fully believe the idea of rising against the French government will become a reality.”

“I did not know there was so much unrest here.”

“Nations, like individuals, have their problems,” Claude pointed out sagely. “Accordingly, I hope you will accept my apologies for last night. I felt it was what Andrew wanted.”

“Do you always obey his wishes?”

Red tints darkened the cheeks of the young nobleman. “Your husband is very close to me,” he admitted.

“So he informed me,” Enid said coldly.

The sound of neighing horses reached their ears, and Claude appeared vastly relieved. “That will be your carriage,” he told her.

“Then I shall bid you farewell.”

He hesitated by the door. “Let me warn you once again that you are embarking on an imprudent course. The roads at night are beset by highwaymen, so I have instructed the driver to carry a musket for protection. I wish you a safe journey.”

“Thank you.”

The vicomte took her valise and opened the door for her to precede him down the stone steps. The closed black carriage waiting in the circular drive was trimmed with elegant brass fittings and drawn by two sturdy-looking roans.

The driver, a stalwart middle-aged man, gave Enid a glance of sheer curiosity as she nodded to him and entered the vehicle. He took the bag from the vicomte and placed it on the floor by her feet.

“If the lady wishes anything or wants to speak to me during the journey,” the driver told her, “there is a small window hatch which opens directly behind my seat above.”

“I shall remember that,” she said, looking out at him. “Are you familiar with the road to Versailles?”

“Yes, madam,” he replied. “Though I would just as soon travel it by daylight.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Are you also afraid of footpads?”

“There are many about, madam.”

“Tonight we shall hope to elude them.”

“Yes, madam.”

The vicomte stepped forward. “Good luck!”

“Thank you,” she said.

The spring night air held a slight drizzle as the carriage headed down the long path to the main road. Enid sat back as the heavy wheels clattered over the cobblestones of Paris. After a long while they reached the open country.

She was beyond any feeling of grief. Her one desire was to hold on until she reached a safe haven in Lucinda’s home. Huddled in a corner, her mind full of desolate thoughts, she was gradually lulled into a light sleep.

Only moments later a rapping sound awakened her, and it took her a full minute to realize that the driver was knocking on the rain-spattered hatch from the outside. She quickly opened the small pane and asked, “What is it?”

“Trouble, madam,” was his reply. “We are being trailed by a horseman.”

“A single horseman?”

“Yes. A highwayman, no doubt.” The driver’s voice was tense. “And I thought you should know he is gaining on us.”

“What will you do?”

“Deal with him as best I can. Lash the horses on, for a start. Sit back in your seat, madam!”

“I will,” she promised. A small clutch of panic rose in her throat as the driver urged the horses on and the carriage rumbled forward at a reckless speed. The vicomte had warned her, and she had refused to listen!


3

Enid crouched in the corner of the dark coach. She could hear the angry urgings of the driver as he repeatedly lashed the horses, and several times she was certain that the careening carriage would topple to the ground. She saw now that the vicomte had been right about her traveling at night. To succeed in eluding the highwayman would be a matter of sheer luck.

She became aware of the rider’s approach and heard a shouted exchange between him and the driver. Then the carriage slowed and she braced herself for the confrontation. She had no idea what to do or say. Her French was not very good, a fact she deeply regretted, but at this point it seemed a minor concern.

The carriage came to a halt, and a moment later the door was opened by a tall man wearing a hooded raincape. He spoke to her in slightly accented English. “You are traveling to Versailles, madam?”

“Yes,” she replied in a trembling voice.

“There has been a misunderstanding,” he went on to explain. “Your driver took me for a highwayman, but I am only a traveler, like yourself, who wished to ride along with you for mutual protection.”

Her fear drained away slowly and her breathing grew more regular. “I also was of the opinion you meant to rob us.”

“Well, now you know better. I understand you are going to the chateau of Duke Victor d’Orsay. By an odd coincidence, that is my destination, too. So we shall be fellow house guests.”

“The Duchess d’Orsay is an old friend of mine,” Enid told him.

The man nodded. “Of course; she is English.”

Enid wished she could see his face, but it was in shadow. His speech sounded like that of a gentleman and his voice was deep and warm.

“We are almost halfway there,” he said. “Please allow me to introduce myself. I am Count Armand Beaufaire.”

“And I am Lady Enid Blair.”

“My pleasure, your ladyship.”

“You are welcome to ride in the carriage with me,” Enid offered. “Couldn’t you tie your horse to the rear?”

“I think not. In any case, my purpose is to provide you with protection, and I can do that better by riding alongside the coach in the manner of a guard.”

Having said this, the count closed the carriage door and spoke briefly to the driver before remounting. Then the carriage began to move through the dismal night at a proper pace.

Now that Enid could relax again, she found it interesting, even exciting, that this courteous nobleman was going to the same place as she. No doubt Lucinda knew him well and could tell her more about him. She wondered how her childhood friend would react to her surprising visit and the events surrounding it, and she hoped that Lucinda would be sympathetic and would remember one of their last conversations together.

Lucinda’s father was a titled gentleman, and he and his family had lived on a nearby estate. They had moved to London when Lucinda was sixteen, and she had been launched into society there. At a brilliant affair during one winter season she had met the older Duke d’Orsay, who had promptly fallen in love with her. Lucinda, on her part, had soon found him her ideal.

She had spent a week in the country with Enid before embarking on the final wedding preparations. They had strolled in the woods together, hand in hand, as in the old days. The pretty, black-haired girl had insisted that they always remain friends.

“Even with the English Channel between us?” Enid had murmured.

“I will be far away,” Lucinda had admitted. “But we can write. And if one of us ever needs the other, we must not hesitate to give our help.”

Enid had smiled sadly. “You will never need my help now that you are marrying a rich and titled man.”

“Sometimes life plays strange tricks,” her friend had pointed out. “I just ask that we stay friends and keep in contact.”

“That is not a difficult promise. I shall miss you terribly.”

“And I shall miss you. But that is the way of life. Soon you will marry, too.”

“I cannot see matrimony in my future as yet,” Enid had said. But that had been long before she had met Lord Andrew Blair. Now she was indeed married, as well as in grave trouble, so she felt justified in seeking out her friend.

The rain was still lashing the countryside when the carriage reached what Enid assumed was the d’Orsay chateau. The driver and Count Beaufaire approached the door and pounded on it. Several long minutes elapsed before it was opened rather timorously by a thin, elderly servant wearing a nightcap and a white nightshirt and holding a candle. He recognized the count immediately, became very apologetic, and opened the door wide. Then he vanished into the shadows of the hall to summon others.

Beaufaire approached the coach and opened the door for Enid. “You may enter the chateau now,” he said. “I have explained to old Simon that you are a guest of the duchess’s.”

“Thank you,” Enid murmured gratefully as she stepped down. “I had no idea how I might gain entry.”

“People are wary at this hour of the night,” he remarked as he escorted her through the rain into the reception hall of the imposing mansion.

The driver followed with her bag. A stablehand came to take the horses and the carriage, and another led the count’s steed away.

“What about the driver?” she fretted. “He will need to rest.”

“I have arranged that with Simon,” the nobleman told her. “He will be given a bed in the stablehands’ quarters. He can sleep there tonight and return to Paris in the morning.”

Enid was now able to see Armand Beaufaire’s face clearly. Its features were strong and firmly etched; his even white teeth contrasted sharply with his dark complexion. His black eyes held a glint of amusement, but his expression was stern. He looked to be about twenty-six or so, but he carried himself with the dignity of an older man.

As they waited for the servant to return, he stared at her with interest. “May I inquire what drove you to make a dangerous journey on such a bad night?”

She felt her tenseness return. “I know it was foolish of me. My host in Paris warned me of the risks, but I foolishly did not listen to him.”

“I could have been a highwayman,” he reminded her dryly.

“And I could have been robbed or even killed.”

“That is true,” he agreed.

“May I ask why you made the journey under the same conditions?”

It was his turn to hesitate. When he replied, his tone was wary. “I had an urgent matter to discuss with the duke, and as I did not wish to attract attention to my visit, it seemed a good idea to arrive in darkness.”

She listened with growing curiosity. So this fine-looking man had his secrets also. She smiled and said, “Well, it turned out well for both of us. Your idea that we join forces was an excellent one.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the servant’s return. He had pulled his breeches up over his nightshirt, revealing his thin shanks. He still held a lighted candle, which he used to lead them up one curving stairway and then another. After they reached the upper floor, he assigned Enid to a room and continued along the corridor with the count.

A wood fire had been started in Enid’s room. She stood before the hearth for a few moments to warm her chilled body. Then she removed her damp clothing and began to prepare for bed.

In her haste she had brought along only one extra gown, but she did have undergarments and a nightdress. She could tell nothing about the room from the glow in the hearth or from the light of the single candle Simon had left for her. However, she saw that the bed was large and had a canopy. After donning her nightdress, she slid between the cool sheets and soon was asleep.

Once again her repose was interrupted by nightmares. This time she dreamed of the naked young men at the vicomte’s, as well as her moments of terror in the onrushing carriage. Several times she wakened in near hysteria, to fall back into a fitful slumber.

She was aroused in the sunlit morning by the door to her room being thrown open. Lucinda, still in a dressing robe, her dark hair tumbled pleasantly about her shoulders, ran into the room and over to her bedside.

“Dear Enid!” she cried, and kissed her on the cheek.

Enid smiled and returned her friend’s greeting. “I made myself your guest,” she said. “I trust I am not an unwelcome one!”

“Unwelcome in my house? You know that will never be! But what are you doing in France? Tell me everything!”

“I came here on my honeymoon.”

Bewildered, Lucinda sat down on the bed. “Then where, pray, is your husband?”

“In Paris.”

“In Paris,” the dark-haired girl repeated. “And pray, why have you separated?”

“That is a rather long story,” Enid replied wryly. “I would have sent you word of my marriage at the time it was planned, but Andrew objected.”

Lucinda’s eyebrows lifted. “This Andrew of yours sounds stranger by the moment! Who is he, anyway?”

Enid took her friend’s hands in hers and spoke in a troubled voice. “I have come to you in desperate need, Lucinda. My marriage is really a sham, a fiasco. I had to have someone to talk to and somewhere to rest and think things out.”

“You have picked the best possible place,” Lucinda declared firmly.

“I shall leave as soon as I have decided what to do.”

“Talking of going—and you have barely arrived! Nonsense! You must stay a while and get to know Victor, my husband.”

Enid smiled sadly. “I will stay as long as time allows. I expect to hear from my husband when he is ready to return to London.”

“Now I simply must know what is behind all this!”

“Promise you will never tell anyone except your husband, and that you will bind him to silence.”

“Whatever you ask. Just tell me.”

Haltingly, Enid told her story. When she had finished, she said, “So now you know the terrible predicament I’m in.”

“You entered into a loveless marriage for your parents’ sake—if only you hadn’t!” Lucinda cried, then embraced her.

“I did not guess Andrew’s vice,” Enid sighed. “I have been so sheltered all my life.”

Lucinda looked grim. “We know about such things here in France. Sodomy seems to be the fashionable vice, together with lesbianism! It is no wonder your debauch of a husband wanted to spend his honeymoon in Paris—and no mystery that he didn’t wish to spend it with you!”

Enid eyed her friend incredulously. “You mean that such corruption is prevalent over here?”

“Very! The king was forced to dismiss several members of his court who were caught in a flagrant situation. There are whispers of a seraglio of sodomites in Versailles. The king fears to take the offenders to public trial because of the dishonor it would bring to many fine old families and because that kind of publicity might increase people’s desire to experience those very same sins.”

“How horrible!”

“The king had to dismiss one of the worst offenders, the queen’s head of household who had perverted one of her Hungarian subalterns.”

“What are things coming to?” Enid shuddered in dismay.

“I dare not think,” Lucinda told her. “The entire country seems to be eaten away at the core with rottenness. There is a great deal of poverty and discontent, and even talk of a revolution.”

“Surely people like you will not be touched by such happenings.”

“I hope not.” Lucinda frowned. “My husband is most generous with the peasants who work the estate, and he is kind to the servants. But should the dam burst, I doubt that any of his good deeds would be remembered.”

“I find it all too frightening!”

Lucinda smiled brightly and placed an arm around her. “Let’s not dwell any longer on these ugly thoughts! We are together again, and that is what is important now. I had lost hope of ever seeing you here.”

“And I of coming, but fate has worked it out in a strange fashion.”

“You shall enjoy every moment of your stay,” Lucinda promised. “We will talk of England—all the things we loved there—and go for rides in the country. You shall see the palace and maybe even get a glimpse of King Louis and Queen Marie Antoinette. The king loves the theater, and whenever a Molière play is performed on an afternoon, he is almost sure to attend.”

“To be so near the royal palace! It does sound exciting!”

“And it also increases our danger. For if and when there is an uprising, it is claimed that the king and queen will be the first seized.”

“Is nothing being done to cope with this problem?”

Lucinda nodded. “Yes. We Royalists have our own secret organization. We spy on the meetings of the would-be revolutionists and try to minimize their potential. It is on such business that Count Armand Beaufaire is here to see Victor.”
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