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Avon, Massachusetts


For Doctor William Baxter, friend and physician.


CHAPTER 1

It was a day in June of 1835. The blustering sailorman, King William the Fourth, occupied the throne of England. Even though he was coarse and rowdy, and often in his cups by noonday, he was far more popular than the Georges who had preceeded him.

Late this afternoon two girls scampered across the fields to a hovel on the banks of the river Wey, about a mile from the estate of Canby Hall. Joy Canby and her friend Nancy Gray had ventured out in their long, frilled dresses with ruffled sleeves, not knowing a thunder storm was on the way. But by the time they reached the witch’s hovel the sky had darkened as though it were night.

They hesitated before the ancient shack where the old woman of Gypsy blood made a good living selling healing lotions, and offering love potions, and magic amulets. But her chief source of revenue was fortunetelling! The one gleaming item in the decrepit hovel was a crystal ball, carefully wrapped in black velvet, which she stared into intently and told her customer’s future for a few pence.

Nancy, the daughter of Sir Ronald Gray, showed fear on her freckled face as a sudden wind ruffled her auburn hair. She asked Joy, “Do you think the witch is bringing on this storm? Dare we go inside?”

Joy, a precocious fifteen year old, showed derision on her lovely, heart-shaped face. She brushed back a lock of her flaxen hair, and with her blue eyes full of reproach, she told Nancy, “We’ve not come all this distance to turn back! It’s just a silly old storm!”

“It’s almost as dark as night!” Nancy protested nervously. “And it’s suddenly so silent!”

“That’s the way thunder storms come,” Joy said. “We’d best knock on the door and see if she’s home. We don’t want to be caught out here when the downpour begins.”

Nancy shivered. “I’m frightened!”

“Of the Gypsy?”

“They say she talks with ghosts! That she can evoke the Devil right in her hut!”

“Then he can’t be fussy where he goes,” Joy replied in disgust. “I should expect the Devil to fancy some fine estate, like that of my father’s.”

Nancy held onto Joy’s arm. “What are you going to ask?”

“About our future! Who we’ll marry!” Joy said with a show of worldly wisdom. “That’s most important for a girl!”

A flash of lightning, followed by a loud roll of thunder, made Nancy cry out, “Let’s go inside quickly and get it over with!”

“You’re a fraidy-cat,” Joy reproved her young friend. But she was secretly afraid as she tentatively knocked on the hovel’s door.

There was a shuffling sound from inside, and the door was opened by a bent, withered crone. She peered out peevishly. “Go away!” she snapped.

“We have come to have our fortunes told,” Joy said.

The lightning flashed, and the old Gypsy smiled and revealed toothless gums. “You’ve come at a bad time. The Devil is riding the sky. I want to enjoy the show!”

Joy said, “We will pay you well.”

“Will you?” The old woman showed more interest.

“Yes,” Joy said and went on brazenly, “If you don’t tell our fortunes now we won’t be back. There is a woman on the Portsmouth Road who reads palms and we’ll go to her!”

“She’s a fake!” the old Gypsy shrilled.

“I have heard different,” Joy said in the same bold manner, belying her innocent appearance. “I have a golden sovereign given me on my thirteenth birthday. If you read our fortunes it shall be yours!”

“A golden sovereign!” the old Gypsy said with delight. “Come in, children! I will not turn you away! No indeed!”

The storm outside broke in full fury as she led them into the dark, fetid hovel and seated them at a rough, small table in the middle of the room. She vanished for a moment in a dark corner, and Joy and Nancy exchanged apprehensive glances. Then the old woman returned, and stood across from them at the table. She lifted the dark, velvet cloth to reveal her shimmering crystal globe. “There it is my dearies! The magic crystal!”

A flash of blue lightning crossed the brown, wrinkled face of the old Gypsy. Thunder rumbled as she sat with the crystal cupped in her claw-like hands. She faced the two awed girls.

“Now, my dears, the sovereign!” The ancient one said and held out her thin, dirty hand.

Joy hesitated. “I’ll pay afterwards,” she decided, fearful that the old woman might take the money and send them packing.

The claw-like hand remained open. “No sovereign and there’ll be no fortune!”

Joy gave Nancy a worried look and fumbled in the pocket of her dress for the sovereign. The Gypsy snatched the gold piece, and hid it in the folds of her tattered dress.

“Tell us who we’ll marry,” Joy said.

The rheumy eyes of the old woman showed a gleam of humor. “Whom you’ll marry, is it? I’d think it a deal more important to know who you’ll love!”

“One always loves the man one marries,” Nancy said with an air of adult experience which ill-fitted her.

“Indeed!” The Gypsy said with derision. “I wouldn’t vouch for that!” And giving Joy a sharp look, she said, “You are old Sir Richard’s girl?”

“He is not old!” Joy said defiantly though she knew her father did have white hair.

“Three score if he’s a day,” the Gypsy scoffed. “And your mother, the Lady Susan, is still less than forty! Sold to the old man as a child bride! It was a scandal!”

Joy said angrily, “They are happy! We are a good family! And if you have naught to say but wicked things about my parents I’ll have my sovereign back.”

The old woman cackled with delight as the thunder, lightning, and rain continued. “Very well,” she said. “I’ll tell you two a few things about your futures. You’d do well to remember what I say. Years from now you’ll recall old Peg predicted it!”

Joy said, “Then please begin!”

“You are used to ordering about the lackies at Canby Hall, my pretty Miss,” the woman said with sarcasm.

“I’m used to being treated politely,” Joy replied.

The woman rubbed the end of her thin nose and studied the crystal. She said, “The fires glow deep within the glass and I see many things. You, young Canby, will love fully and marry often!”

“Are you sure?” Joy said excitedly.

The old woman cackled. “All too soon you’ll know the meaning of lust! And, like your mother, you will marry when you are seventeen!”

Joy gasped and glanced at Nancy, who had gone pale. Joy said, “That means I’ll be married in two years?”

“And loved before that,” the old Gypsy said.

“By whom? My husband?”

“Let that be a surprise,” the old woman said. “The facts about your marriages suffice. I see that you will have three husbands and one great love!”

Joy’s mouth gaped. “Three husbands!”

“And a great love,” old Peg repeated.

Joy was shocked. “It can’t be true. I intend to fall in love and marry and look at no other man until I die!”

Nancy spoke up impatiently, “What of me?”

The thunder and lightning had passed and now it was only raining heavily. The Gypsy studied the crystal again, and told the auburn-haired Nancy, “I see a marriage that is bad and ends in disaster. But then there is a marriage which will turn out well!”

“I’m to have two husbands?” Nancy said with disbelief.

“I think she’s a fake!” Joy declared.

The Gypsy stood up and pointed a skinny forefinger at her. “You will live to regret those rash words. I have given you each the pattern of your lives. And as you live them you will see that I was right.”

Joy worried, “How can you so separate love and marriage?”

“You will understand when you grow older,” the Gypsy said. “Now the rain has halted and it would be wise if you both started on your way back to Canby Hall.”

Joy stood up. “I don’t think we had our sovereign’s worth. I shall complain to my father!”

Old Peg gathered up her crystal, and with righteous wrath informed them, “Don’t threaten me! One word to your father and I shall place you under the curse of the black hoptoad!”

The sound of it was frightening. Joy asked, “What sort of curse is it?”

The old woman relished telling her, “You and your friend will have big, black warts all over your faces. No man would take you in his bed!”

Nancy pulled at Joy’s sleeve. “I’m terrified! I want to get out of here!”

“All right,” Joy said, and they turned and raced outside — followed by the sound of Peg’s eerie laughter.

The sky was gray, and the fields wet but the rain had ended. Joy turned to look back bitterly at the hovel and say, “I think she is truly a witch! She robbed me of my sovereign and told us only a lot of nonsense!”

Nancy hurried along at her side. “I don’t know. Maybe she was right. Maybe we will have a lot of husbands!”

By the time she and fourteen-year-old Nancy reached the great stone castle known as Canby Hall, the family were gathering for dinner. Joy’s father, a dignified, white haired man, was holding court in the living room, which was lined with life-size paintings of his ancestors. He was with his elder son, Roger, and his younger son, James. Another young man was also with them.

In the early summer of each year, Sir Richard and Lady Canby moved from their house in Berkeley Square to an equally imposing one, in Surrey on the River Wey, and not far from Guildford. The country estate was in an area of lovely fields with forests, heaths, and delightful streams. Joy’s older brother, Roger, an athletic twenty-three, attended Oxford; but always came to the country house on his holidays. James, her younger brother and her favorite, was twenty. He had already been expelled from college for his wild escapades. To the annoyance of his parents he now was living the life of a city dandy — spending much of his time at the gaming houses or the horse races. Joy found him just wonderful!

Lady Susan had been seated with a sherry in her hand. She rose, and came to the reception hall to greet Joy and her friend. Lady Susan was slender and still attractive, but nervous in manner. She studied the two girls and declared, “You look like urchins! Upstairs with you and be fresh and clean for dinner! Sir Richard will be furious if you attend the table in such a bedraggled state!”

They rushed upstairs to find Jenny, a young, pretty maid, turning down their beds. In uniform and cap, Jenny was not much more than fifteen; she had been employed at the mansion for two years.

She glanced up from patting the pillows and told them, “You two are late today!”

Joy grimaced. “We can’t do anything without a lecture!”

The maid said, “Be lucky you have parents to care. I have only the housekeeper to order me about! And she’s a true dragon!”

Nancy said, “I’m a visitor and I shouldn’t have to take orders from anyone.” She slipped out of her frilled dress to reveal voluminous petticoats.

Joy had already taken off her dress, and as she stood in her slips she poured water in an enamel basin to wash her face, prior to putting on a fresh dress. She splashed on the water, and asked Jenny, “What’s the difference in being in love and being married?”

Jenny halted at the door wide-eyed. “What makes you ask a question like that, my lady?”

Joy groped for a towel and dried her face. “I’ve been told it’s not the same thing!”

Jenny said, “You shouldn’t listen to such talk. Love ought to lead to marriage, and that’s a fact!”

“Have you ever been in love, Jenny?” Joy asked putting on another dress.

The pretty, black-haired maid’s cheeks went crimson. “What a question to ask!” She hurried out.

Nancy said, “Nobody really wants to tell us anything. No wonder we’re due to grow up and make mistakes and have a lot of husbands!”

“Silly Gypsy talk!” Joy said and laughed, and after a slight pause Nancy joined in the laughter.

They went downstairs, and dutifully presented themselves to their elders. Lady Susan eyed them and decided, “Well, now you look more presentable!”

Joy’s oldest brother, Roger, came to her and kissed her on the cheek. “It’s nice to see you again, and also your friend, Nancy.”

But it was the jovial, good-looking James whose swaggering approach made Nancy blush. He chucked her under the chin, and placed a kiss on her cheek and said, “Why should I pay attention to Joy when she has such a charming girl friend here?”

The other young man with the curly brown hair, named Ben Weston, stepped across to Joy and said, “Joy is not my sister so I can pay her full tribute!” He kissed her square on the mouth, then placed an affectionate arm around her.

Roger said, “I can’t believe the pace she is growing!”

Ben, his arm still around Joy, told Sir Richard, “I warrant, sir, it will not be long before you and your good lady are offering this gal at the altar!”

Lady Susan showed horror. “Joy married so young! Never!”

Her husband, Sir Richard, laughed heartily. “I’m grateful you didn’t feel so twenty years ago when you married me. You were not that much older than our Joy!”

“Times have changed,” Lady Susan told him.

James, standing by Nancy, smiled and said, “Times may change but nature doesn’t! The young studs will soon be showing up to pay the girls court, I’ll be bound!”

Joy found dinner a dull affair except for the fact that James’s bosom friend, Ben Weston, smiled at her often. And once, when he’d made a witty comment, he actually winked at her. She enjoyed this intimate gesture, and felt certain no one else at the table had noticed.

Following dinner they gathered in the great living room again. Her mother performed on the pianoforte, which was followed by talk of the virtues and failings of Lord Wellington. Drinks and food were passed, and Joy saw that Jenny, the pretty maid, assisted in this task. Ben Weston was smiling warmly at her.

The clock in the reception hall struck the chimes of nine, the customary signal for Joy and Nancy to say their good-nights. The elders usually stayed below for a while longer, then retired. Some would read in their rooms or write letters, but the order of things at Canby Hall was patterned on ‘early to bed and early to rise.’

Once Joy and Nancy reached the quiet of their bedroom with its lighted candle awaiting them on the dresser, Joy turned to Nancy and asked, “Did you see what Jenny did?”

Nancy’s freckled face was all innocence. “I saw her passing the cakes.”

“Is that all you saw?”

“Yes.”

“Didn’t you see her brush herself ever so close against Ben Weston,” Joy said, explaining by moving close by her friend and brushing against her.

Nancy stared at her. “Why would she do that?”

Joy rolled her eyes. “You are the innocent, I do declare! She was trying to attract his attention!”

“Why?”

“I think they know each other,” Joy said, with suspicion. “I’ll bet they met somewhere.”

“Well, Ben Weston has been down here with your brother, James, nearly every weekend,” Nancy reasoned.

“And somehow he’s met Jenny,” Joy said. “Otherwise she wouldn’t have rubbed against him!”

Nancy frowned. “She’s a maid. Maybe she makes the bed in the cottage where Ben Weston sleeps when he stays here?”

Joy’s lovely blue eyes opened wide. “I believe you’ve come upon the truth! She’s met him while making his bed!”

Nancy was pleased. “You see!”

Joy considered it all. She glanced at her friend and with an air of conspiracy said, “Let’s go down to the cottage!”

“Tonight?”

“Why not?”

“I don’t like going after dark! There might be animals in the bushes!”

“Silly! At the worst there might be an old hunting dog who wouldn’t harm us!”

Nancy still hesitated. “I think it’s a silly idea. Why do you want to go down there?”

“Because I think Jenny will be meeting Ben Weston there!”

“I don’t think so,” Nancy protested. “She probably turned down his bed ages ago.”

Joy eyed her young friend with disgust. “Not to turn down his bed or anything like that! I think she’ll go down there and kiss him!”

“Kiss him!”

“I’ll bet that’s what they do! She pushed herself against his leg and they both looked at each other as if they quite enjoyed it.”

“I’m afraid!”

“You’re afraid of your own shadow!” Joy said.

“Suppose they see us?”

“Not if we’re quiet!”

“And I don’t think it’s nice. You know we’ve been taught not to spy on people!”

“This isn’t the same,” Joy protested. “Anyway, if you don’t go I’m going alone.”

Nancy said, “I think you’ve become fond of that old Ben Weston!”

“He isn’t old,” Joy argued. “I don’t think he can be much over twenty!”

“Seven years older than you, at least!”

Joy said, “I don’t want to talk about it any longer. Are you coming or aren’t you?”

“I’ll go with you. But I don’t think it’s right.”

“Get your cloak,” Joy told her. “It may be cool out there and we might have to wait for a little while.”

“In the dark?”

“We’ll be near the cottage and there’s bound to be a light inside. It will shine out the window so it won’t be all that dark.”

Nancy unwillingly got into her cloak. First they had to make their way down the stairs and out of the house without being seen. They were lucky in this. They quickly crossed the lawn — hugging the bushes by the path leading to the several guest cottages. An owl cried out from somewhere and Nancy let out a tiny scream.

Joy rebuked her. “It was only an owl!”

“It sounded like a ghost,” Nancy said, with a tremor in her voice. “And it’s so awfully dark!”

“We’re almost to the cottage,” Joy promised.

“I wish we’d gone to bed,” Nancy lamented. “Anything could happen to us out here and there’d be no one to help us!”

“Stop being such a scared creature!” Joy said angrily. “I want to see if Jenny and Ben Weston kiss! I want to see them do it.”

“What’s so important about kissing? I hate it when old people come and kiss me!”

“This is different!”

“I can’t see how!”

“Quiet!” Joy warned her friend. “The cabin is just ahead. Don’t make a sound or say a word. We don’t want them to hear us.”

They crouched below the lighted window of the cottage. Joy was breathless, and her heart was pounding with excitement as Nancy knelt beside her. They had a clear view of inside.

After a moment Ben Weston came into view. He was nude from the waist up — wearing only his breeches. There was a slight frown on his heavy-set, but good-looking face as he began to pace back and forth slowly.

Joy whispered. “He’s terribly good looking.”

“No more so than James,” Nancy whispered back.

Joy whispered. “I wonder where she is. He must be waiting for her.”

As if in answer to her words there was a scuffling sound from the area in the front of the cottage. The cottage door opened and closed, and a flushed, excited Jenny — without cap or uniform, rushed into the room. Ben Weston took her in his arms, and began to kiss her ardently.

Joy gasped. “He’s smothering her with kisses!”

“I call it disgusting,” Nancy said.

As they watched he stopped kissing the lovely Jenny, and began to disrobe her. They watched wide-eyed as he stripped her of layer after layer of her clothing. At last she stood naked before him!

Joy was impressed by the development of Jenny’s breasts, and her well-rounded figure. Then she gasped, for Ben Weston loosened his belt and dropped his trousers. This total male nudity shocked Joy. Next Ben Weston lifted Jenny, and the naked couple went to the bedroom, where they could not be seen. The telltale piles of clothing were left behind on the floor.

After a few seconds Nancy whispered, “Did he take her away to kiss her some more?”

Dry-mouthed Joy said, “Yes, I suppose so.” She was certain there was more to it than that.

The next morning, both girls sat up in bed, in their nightgowns, and discussed all. They were waiting for Jenny to appear with the usual pitcher of hot water for their morning ablutions.

Nancy asked, “What are you going to say to her?”

Joy said, “I’ll tell her the truth: we were by the window, and saw as she and Ben Weston stripped off their clothes and kissed!”

“She might be angry!”

“I don’t care!” She picked up her pillow and struck Nancy with it. Thus began a pillow fight between them, both screaming and laughing. The battle ended abruptly with the entrance of Jenny and their water pitcher.

Jenny sat the pitcher down and said, “Come now, you two! Enough of that! You know what Miss Kendall will say if I tell her.”

Miss Kendall was Joy’s elderly spinster governess. Presently, she was on her summer vacation. Joy said, “Miss Kendall isn’t here. And you know it!”

“When she returns I’ll tell her,” Jenny threatened.

Joy gave Nancy a smile, then told Jenny, “I shall then tell my father and mother something about you!”

Jenny’s pretty face turned scarlet. “Pray what could you say to them?”

Joy got out of bed and faced her. “I could tell them I saw you in the cottage where Ben Weston is staying.”

Jenny gasped. “They wouldn’t believe you!”

Nancy, still in bed, said, “Tell her the rest!”

Jenny looked shattered. “The rest?”

Joy nodded. “We saw you take all your clothes off and you really have a pretty figure.”

Jenny was brick red. “The living nerve!”

“Yes,” Nancy went on. “Then we saw Ben Weston strip off his breeches and take you in his arms.”

Joy said, “You both went into the bedroom after that!”

Jenny moved close to her, and pleaded in a low voice, “You mustn’t be saying such dreadful things!”

“You were both stark naked!” Joy said.

The maid warned her, “You’re talking about one of the family’s respected guests. You’ve been prying. That could cause a deal of trouble.”

Joy asked, “What do you mean?”

“I mean, Mr. Weston could take action against your father in the courts for what you girls have done,” the maid went on glibly. “And Mr. Weston has a bad temper. He might come after you and whip you for spreading such tales!”

Nancy panicked, and sprung out of bed to Joy’s side. “I knew it! I knew we’d get in trouble!”

Joy said, “I promise we won’t tell anyone else. We won’t say a word!”

Jenny grimly regarded them both. “I don’t mind for myself. But Ben Weston is a proper gent. He and I expect to marry one day soon and that is why you saw us like you did. It’s all quite respectable for the married you know.”

Joy said, “I’m sorry we spied on you. We won’t do it again!”

Jenny became more stern as it was apparent she had the upper hand. “I should hope not. I shall have to warn Mr. Weston, and I’m afraid you must take the consequences. If he decides to go to your father and make a complaint about you, I’m sure Sir Richard and Lady Susan will be enraged!”

Nancy was now in tears. “We meant no harm!”

“I shall try and make Mr. Weston understand that,” Jenny said. “Mind you both keep mum. Not a word to anyone!”

“Not a word!” Joy echoed her.

“If Mr. Weston will forgive you, I’d say you can think yourselves lucky. I’ll let you know what he has to say.” And she quickly left the room.

As soon as she had gone Nancy turned to Joy and asked in a woeful manner, “What do you think?”

“I don’t know,” Joy said.

“I told you it was wrong,” Nancy reminded her.

Joy decided, “I think she wants Ben Weston to hate me because she didn’t like his paying attention to me.”

Nancy said, “He treats you like a child!”

“He has often held me close to him,” Joy boasted. “And he has kissed me full on the lips several times!”

Nancy worried, “What are we going to do?”

“Keep quiet and hope it all passes.”

“I’m not sure about Jenny! I don’t think she’s one to be trusted.”

Joy went to the commode, and poured some warm water into the basin as she prepared to wash. “I expect we’ll have to hope she plays fair with us.”

Nancy gave a worried sigh. “I think this began when we went to visit that wicked old Gypsy! She’s the one who put all that talk about loving and husbands into our heads!”

Actually, things were not as bad as they expected. At breakfast they learned all the men had gone off riding. So at least they were safe for the moment from Ben Weston.

Joy’s mother had to journey to Guildford to visit the drygoods store, and pick out material for a new dress. The girls were glad to join her. They went to the stable to see the horses hitched up, and Joy flirted with one of the groom boys — a handsome, dark-haired lad. The boys vanished when Lady Susan appeared.

On the drive Lady Susan sat across from them in the open carriage, her parasol up and over her head. She said, “This is historic country, girls. Guildford dates back to King Alfred.”

Joy’s mother, attractive in her blue dress and fancy, blue bonnet, continued, “All Surrey has links with history. Nelson stopped at the Talbot in Ripley, and dined in the parlor on his way to Portsmouth and the Battle of Trafalgar.”

Joy asked, “Didn’t Oliver Cromwell once visit the town?”

Her mother looked pleased. “It is bright of you to remember. You are right. Many famed people have come to Guildford: King John, Queen Elizabeth, Cromwell, and James the Second.”

They reached the ancient town. Its steep High Street was lined with picturesque houses, and a castle overshadowed all. As they left the carriage, Lady Susan told Joy, “Take Nancy to see the old Guildhall and its clock.” Then she went on to the drygoods store.

Joy and Nancy walked to the Guildhall and studied the clock which projected over the street. Joy said, “My governess told me it dates back to 1683.”

They stopped at a sweets shop and made some modest purchases. Munching on their candies, they halted at a toy shop, and at another shop which sold groceries. Outside, two elderly men talked earnestly; one smoked a long, clay pipe, and the other stuffed a pinch of snuff in his nostrils at intervals. When the snuff taker sneezed vehemently, the girls ran off in gales of laughter.

They rejoined Lady Susan, and the carriage had them back at Canby Hall in time for luncheon. At James’s suggestion the meal was served as a picnic on the lawn behind the house. A near by balcony made it easy to move the food and drink outside.

A white cloth was spread on the green grass. The men drank ale; and there were all kinds of cold cuts, breads, and jellies. Even cold pheasant. It was a jolly, relaxing occasion. Only Joy and Nancy were tense. They could not bring themselves to look directly at Ben Weston.

He was elegantly dressed in sleek, fawn breeches, dark fawn vest, and a brown jacket. He sat next to Lady Susan, and paid her court in a most obvious fashion. It upset Joy, who worried that he might be planning to take off all his clothes with her mother.

Her father seemed to be paying no attention to his wife and the bold fellow. Instead, he mostly talked with Roger, saying, “When we were riding along the river today I passed by the old Gypsy, Peg. I had no idea she was still on the estate.”

Roger nodded. “She’s old enough to be bones!”

“I know,” Sir Richard agreed. “But she is much alive. She even had the gall to curtsy to me as I rode by!”

James laughed. “Proves you’re not too old to please the ladies, father.” He picked up some slices of bread, and some thin cuts of ham.

His father tugged his white mustache. “I should hate to make a conquest in that direction.”

Roger said, “She lives in an old shack near the river bank.”

“Yes,” Sir Richard said. “She was going in that direction when I rode by her.”

James left off munching his sandwich to say, “I remember her when I was a lad. She gave me a good luck omen.”

His father frowned. “I fear she has made her living off the superstition of the simple farm folk.”

Roger said, “We could tear the hovel down. But that would not be right. She is old and needs some place to live. She does no harm. I say, let her remain there.”

His mother spoke up, “You know she has somewhere found herself a crystal ball, and pretends to read people’s futures in it.”

Ben Weston laughed. “I’d hate to have her read mine. Once she told me about the scaffold awaiting me, I’d collapse!”

James joined in his friend’s laughter. “Perhaps she might instead see you shot at a gaming table!”

Sir Richard glared at the two young men. “I do not find your humor pleasant. Especially not in the presence of ladies. Two of them are of a tender age!”

Joy protested. “We are not so young we do not know a bit about life, father. I’m aware of gaming and hanging.”

Ben Weston delighted her by winking as if nothing had happened at all. “I tell you this girl is ready for romance. She is chafing at the bit!”

It was then that Joy saw Jenny arrive to replenish the tea. The servant deliberately knelt close by Ben Weston, and again Joy saw a certain look pass between them. She was grimly reminded of the previous night, and that she was not completely out of trouble yet. Jenny finished changing the teapots and walked swiftly away.

The afternoon had begun quietly enough. Sir Richard retired to his study to work on a proposed speech for the House of Lords. Lady Nancy put her seamstress to work on the silken material she had purchased for her new dress. James and Ben went off somewhere on their horses; and Nancy dutifully went up to the bedroom to write an overdue letter to her parents.

Joy was seated on the balcony overlooking the lawn where the picnic had been held when her older brother, Roger, came out to join her. He smiled as he sat with her.

“You’re looking terribly gloomy, Joy!”

“I’ve a slight headache. It will pass. It’s so good to have you here, Roger.”

“I’m happy to be here,” he said. “Some of the fellows wanted me to join them on a grand tour of Europe but I preferred to spend the summer at home.”

She said, “Don’t you want to see Paris and Venice and all those places?”

“In time,” he admitted. “Just now I’m interested in my own country. England is on the brink of a new age, Joy. There is going to be an industrial expansion the likes of which people have never dreamed.”

“Will it be a good thing?”

“Good and bad. I want to understand the meaning of it more. If I’m to take father’s place one day, I must understand the changes going on.”

“Does father keep up?”

“Not as well as he should,” her brother sighed. “Most of the older men think of Wellington, Napoleon, and Nelson. Even King Billy dotes on the past. And what will happen when he dies I can’t guess.”

She looked at him earnestly. “When do you plan to marry, Roger?”

“I don’t know. Why do you ask?”

“You are twenty-three.”

“Men tend to marry at an older age than women,” Roger told her. “I may even find myself cut of the cloth of an old bachelor.”

“You should have a wife.”

“Thank you,” he smiled. “I hope you have a fine husband one day.”

“What if I should have more than one?”

Her older brother showed surprise. “Where did you get such an idea?”

Joy found herself having to improvise hastily. Flustered, she said, “Miss Kendall says some women have three or more husbands and some men marry many times.”

Roger laughed. “For a prim governness she shows imagination. For my own part, I say if one is able to find one mate who is true and loving, he should be well satisfied.”

“James would call you sentimental.”

“James may be your brother and mine, but he is a hard, reckless man. Don’t ever forget it.”

“You don’t approve of him?”

“No. Nor of his friends like that Ben Weston,” her older brother went on. “They are squandering their lives and their money.”

“Father encourages Ben Weston to come here. He gives Ben a cottage to himself.”

Roger said, “I prefer him out there than in the house. I’ve heard some stories about him in London. Tales I won’t repeat to one of your innocence. But his presence here upsets me.”

Tensely, she asked, “You think him dangerous?”

“Yes,” her brother said. “I do not like the lascivious looks he offers your way. He is much too interested in you. A man like Weston could be your ruin. Remember that!!”

A chill ran through her. “I’ll remember!”

As soon as she could, she excused herself from Roger’s company and raced upstairs. She found Nancy sealing her letter, and went over to her. “I’ve been talking with Roger and he says Ben Weston is a dangerous man!”

“Oh, no!” Nancy said, looking terrified.

Joy nodded. “I guess that is what Jenny meant. I only hope he isn’t too angry at us.”

“Maybe we’d better tell your mother and father so they can protect us.”

“I don’t want them to know!”

“But if Ben Weston tries to harm us?” Nancy worried.

“We’ll know when Jenny comes to turn down the beds.”

“I think Jenny is wicked,” Nancy said.

“But there’s no one else to help us,” Joy pointed out.

They worried until-evening. When Jenny came to do her nightly chores it was almost a relief. The two girls went to her to find out what she had to say.

Jenny eyed them, “You two have kept mum?”

“Yes,” Joy said.

“We haven’t said a word to anyone,” Nancy chimed in.

“Good,” the pretty, dark girl said. “I have talked with Mr. Weston and I can tell you he was fair beside himself. I had to plead for you two!”

“Thank you, Jenny,” Joy said fervently.

“It hurts me pride,” Jenny sniffed.

“So it is going to be all right?” Joy asked.

“Not so fast, Miss Joy,” the maid said. “His feelings are hurt. As well they might be with you two spying as you did!”

“We are sorry,” Nancy insisted.

“We won’t ever do such a thing again,” Joy promised.

“No,” Jenny said with a strange smile. “Now, here is what Mr. Weston wants. Miss Joy is to go to his cottage tonight and apologize to him.”

Joy was aghast. “I couldn’t!”

Jenny’s tone was hard. “You’ll do as he says or take the consequences. And I warn you he’s a dangerous man.”

Near tears, Joy protested, “I don’t want to go to the cottage!”

Jenny said, “Then look at it this way. You’re a lady. And a lady always does the proper thing. And the right thing is to face him and say you’re sorry!”

She hesitated. “When does he want me to apologize?”

“When it’s safe,” Jenny said. “And that won’t be until late like last night. Go there at the same time and make sure no one sees you.”

Nancy said, “You shouldn’t expect this of her. I’ll go along as well. We’ll both apologize to that awful Ben Weston!”

Jenny glared at her. “He doesn’t want you to go.”

Joy turned to her friend, “Jenny is right. I’m the one to make the apology.”

“I’m afraid for you,” Nancy worried.

Jenny said, “If you do as I’ve told you there’ll be no trouble.”

Joy took a deep breath. “I’ll go. You can tell him I’ll be there.”

“Mind you remember,” Jenny warned as she left them.

Nancy turned to Joy in despair, “You can’t go!”

Joy shook her head. “I’d rather risk anything than go alone to that cottage tonight. But I have no choice.”

“I should be with you,” Nancy maintained. “We are both to blame.”

“I’m the one he wants to punish!”

“I don’t like it,” Nancy worried.

“I’ll go and apologize and rush right out,” she said. “You can wait for me somewhere near.”

Night came and Joy timidly made her way to the cottage, frightened as she had never been before. By nature she was a vivacious, courageous girl. But she was terrified as she approached the cottage in the midnight darkness. She reached the door and knocked on it softly.

The door opened, and Ben Weston stood there stripped to the waist as he had been that other night. A mocking smile played on his lips. “So you’ve come!”

“I came to say I’m sorry,” she apologized.

“You should be,” he said. “The shades are properly drawn tonight so we cannot be spied on.”

“I’m sorry,” she repeated abjectly.

His manner changed. “You were curious, weren’t you?”

She felt her cheeks burn and her knees seemed weak as water. “Please, may I go now!”

“Had you ever seen a naked man and woman before?” he asked tensely.

Her head was down. “No,” she said in a low voice.

“Don’t be afraid of me, Joy,” he said tautly. “It’s time you learned the way of a man and a maid! I will not harm you!” And he took her in his arms and hugged her to his nakedness.

“Let me go!” she cried, struggling.

But it was too late. He was ripping her dress from her shoulders and baring her young body. She fought and he somehow kept on until she was nude. She sobbed as he went about making her his.


CHAPTER 2

Joy was sobbing for help when the door of the cottage was flung open by an enraged James. It was apparent that her younger brother had been drinking heavily, and was in a dangerous mood. Halting in the doorway he stared at Ben Weston in contempt, and in a low, menacing tone said, “Scoundrel!”

Ben used her naked body as a shield. He scrambled to pick up his breeches, and let her go as he struggled to put them on. She ran to a corner of the room, still sobbing and trembling.

Ben advanced to her brother, saying, “James! Be sensible! She came here asking for it!”

“Liar! Damned liar!” James shouted and then he sprang at the half-clad Ben.

The two men rolled on the cottage floor in fierce struggle. Joy reached for some of her torn clothing, and managed to put on a slip and part of her ripped dress, so that she was no longer naked.

James was the stronger and angrier of the two. Ben Weston could not match him. Once the nearly whipped Ben found a nearby chair, and brought it down on the head and shoulders of James. For a moment Joy thought it was over! She screamed in fear! But James only staggered a little, shook his head like a stunned animal, and with a loud cry resumed the grim battle.

It finally ended with Ben Weston stretched out on the floor, his upper body a bleeding messy pulp. His face was battered badly, his nose broken, and his eyes were puffed and nearly closed from cuts around them. Through his broken lips, he begged, “Let me be!”

James had not escaped damage. His cheek was badly cut and one eyes closed. His clothing was torn in many places. “My friend!” he said with disgust. “My trusted friend!” And he kicked Ben’s bleeding torso.

“No more,” Ben Weston whimpered, and squirmed on the floor like an injured serpent.

“I’m taking my sister out of here,” James said. “I’ll give you thirty minutes to gather your things. A carriage will take you to the post road. But only to the post road! What happens to you after that is your own business! If you elect to remain here I swear I’ll come back and kill you!”

Her brother took her by the arm and led her out of the cottage. When they were a distance away, he found his voice and told her, “You must forget all that happened tonight!”

“Yes,” she said weakly, leaning on him for support as they walked.

“Nancy came to me,” he said. “And not a moment too soon. She told me the whole story and how Jenny forced you into going to the cottage.”

“She said he’d harm me if I didn’t go.”

“Jenny will pay for that. She also will not spend another night on the estate! She was sending you to Weston as a sacrifice. I blame myself for bringing him here and exposing you to such evil.”

“What will you tell mother and father?”

“Part of the truth,” he said. “I’ll tell them about Jenny and Weston and their goings-on in the cabin. That is reason enough to send them away. You need not be brought into it.”

“Where is Nancy?” she asked brokenly.

“In the bedroom you share,” her younger brother said. “I will smuggle you up there by the side stairs. No one will see us. Forget all about this evil business and no harm will be done.”

She gave him a grateful look. “Roger has always been my favorite brother. But tonight you have taken his place.”

James had his arm around her. “I’m a poor sort of hero, little sister. I brought this Devil here!” And he saw her into the house and up the side stairs.

Sir Richard pontificated loud and long about the many shortcomings of Ben Weston at breakfast the next morning. Both Joy and Nancy kept their heads down, and concentrated on their porridge as the white-haired man ranted on.

Sir Richard glared at James finally and said, “I blame you for the whole thing!”

James sighed. “I was wrong. I admit it.”

Older brother Roger complained, “Did you have to fight him like some pub brawler? He was our guest. You might have asked him to leave without attacking him.”

James gave Roger a grim look. “He deserved a beating.”

His mother said angrily, “I do not blame you, James. He corrupted Jenny. It is not easy to find a trained servant these days. I spent a deal of time instructing the girl!”

James told her, “Beneath all her veneer she remained common baggage. The house is well rid of her.”

Sir Richard tugged at his white mustache. “From what the coachman said the fellow was barely able to walk to the carriage with his valise. The carriage left him on the post road as you instructed. So he must either have had to wait for a coach to come by or walked to the nearest lodging. He’d never get to the inn at Guildford.”

James said, “I sent Jenny to Guildford. I didn’t want them to meet.”

His father frowned. “I only hope that bounder Weston doesn’t try to launch a lawsuit against us. He was our guest and you attacked him, James. We could have difficulty in the courts trying to prove that Jenny was the innocent you were defending. They’d be much more likely to think her a willing partner to it all.”

James said quietly, “He will not act against us.”

Sir Richard raised his white eyebrows. “I trust your optimism will be justified.”

When breakfast was over the two girls went outside. James was about to take a carriage to London. He paused for a moment to take them aside.

In a sober manner, he said, “I want you two girls to behave! No more spying on people!”

“I promise, James,” Joy said sincerely.

He said. “I might not be able to protect you next time.”

Nancy said, “We’re ever so grateful to you.”

He smiled. “See that you prove it by behaving.” He kissed them both and stepped into the carriage. The girls stood watching after it as it vanished. James had become their hero!



Joy’s life returned to an uneventful pattern. Miss Kendall returned, and paid strict care to instructing her charge in the ways of a demure and socially acceptable young woman. Much of her hoyden ways vanished after her episode with Ben Weston. Joy became serious. Shortly after the family returned to London Joy lost her closest friend, for Nancy was sent to live with an aunt in Scotland. The two tearfully promised to write each other regularly, and for a while they did. Then the letters stopped as each became occupied with new interests and people.
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