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In the year 1849, the town of Harewood had faced a terrible faith. Many lives were lost to starvation, others endured hunger. Father Brown interpreted this as divine punishment from God.

‘You are all completely consumed by lust, seduction and desire!’  the priest shouted at his churchgoers. 'Our church needs a new sculpture to bring you to your senses and strengthen your faith in our Lord Jesus!'

The listeners muttered. This Sunday sermon was even worse than previous weeks. Gentlemen of nobility looked around arrogantly. The commoners were guilty of these things. They were not. They had the right to do so.

'The church is counting on your generous contribution to purchase this sculpture. Joseph, our local and talented sculptor, has agreed to create one,' the priest roared on.

Since the failed potato harvests of previous years, this was the biggest news to occur in the small town. Joyous news that made hunger go away. Everyone was talking to each other. The waffling drowned out the priest's final blessings, and under constant twittering, people left the chill of the church. 

The following Sunday, the priest enthusiastically delivered his sermon from the pulpit. ‘Last week,’ he declared, ‘I made an impassioned plea to gather funds for the creation of a sculpture. I am delighted to announce that our esteemed Count of Harewood has generously donated the entire expense.’

The count in question stood up to receive lukewarm applause.

'The parish council convened a meeting on this,' the priest continued 'and decided to choose a male parishioner to act as a model. For women, of course, this is too immoral. After this service, all interested men may assemble in the hall.'

Several young men gathered after mass. Primarily the sons of the rich families waited at the assigned room, forming a distinct group. Three or four sons of impoverished farmers lingered at the edge of the group. The son of the local blacksmith, who had recently returned to the town positioned himself in the centre of the gathering, bridging the gap between the two social classes. 

'Gentlemen, thank you for being here today. One person will be chosen among those present. However, the winner must take five to six weeks off, or maybe more, from all other labour so that he can pose as a model. Also remember that the final image will be a half-nude!’

Two farmers' sons dropped out. Their labour in the fields was more important than idleness, as it was essential for their survival. If they had been patient, they would have eventually discovered how much they could earn from this.

'The chosen one will receive for his time an allowance that equals a year's harvest. The choice of the model will be made by our great benefactor. But Count Harewood has departed momentarily. His lunch with the bishop is crucial for our town. He will probably return around three o'clock this afternoon. In the meanwhile, you must remain here!’

Again, a few left the room. This time they were wealthy sons. They had a hunting expedition that afternoon and did not want to miss it. Especially because the count’s daughter Veronica would attend the party.

William, the blacksmith's son, remained where he was. His thoughts brought him back to the past. Four years ago, he was a lean, sullen nobody, hardly noticed by anyone. After his mother died, he had left the town. During the absent years, he wandered with a travelling circus. Under the guidance of a good supervisor, William transformed into a skilled horse rider. Through hard work, he developed muscles every man would envy. A belated growth spurt reshaped his face from boyish to mature. The beautiful dark blue eyes and fair hair, inherited from his mother, left many a woman entranced.

On his return, William’s father had praised him for his well-developed muscles. 

'Now,’ he said, ‘I can finally teach you the noble arts of blacksmithing. And fear not, I will teach you a lot more than blacksmithing! What would you say to the art of making jewellery?’  he continued while he massaged his aching joints with castor oil.

William had nodded. The wrinkles on his father’s face were deeper than he could remember. Financially, times were tough and persistent pain hindered his father from performing his daily tasks. 

William spent his mornings in the rhythmic clang of forging, followed by shopping in the nearby shops and the weekly market. And the more he walked around the area, the more talk of his beauty spread. Curious women deliberately strolled past the blacksmith shop hoping to steal a glimpse of the young man. Occasionally, a daring woman would venture into the blacksmith's shop, with a trivial question, wishing to have a small conversation with William. Regrettably, the father answered their questions. 

The castle hummed with whispers about William. Veronica, the count's daughter, caught wind of the gossip. 

Normally such chatter irritated her, but the kitchen maid’s enthusiastic descriptions of him triggered her curiosity. Although she was beautiful, Veronica was more known for her flirtatious behaviour. Something her father would not approve of. The absence of a mother who could have advised Veronica on how to accept offers of love and admiration, and the lack of interest from her older sisters, were some of the reasons Veronica grew up as a lascivious young woman. The kitchen maid's persistent chatter increased her curiosity, and she was determined to see William's beauty for herself.

'Father, I would like to go to town. May I borrow the carriage?’ she asked day after day. 

‘Of course, but take your maid with you,' he finally replied, after she kept nagging at him. ‘I do not want you wandering around town alone. And see to it that you get back here on time. Baron Crowsley is coming to dinner with his son. The young man is an attractive suitor. It is time you gave serious thought about your future husband.’

Veronica began to protest, which annoyed him even more.

‘I will give you the freedom to choose a partner by the end of this year, something your sisters never had,' he growled.’ And to help you, I will regularly invite young people from wealthy backgrounds!’

'But father,' she grumbled.

'No, you have until the end of the year to make your choice. If you haven't found a partner by then, I'll be the one to decide who you marry!’

She took off quickly. It was just a matter of time before her father had a change of heart. Veronica had the coachman prepare the carriage and horses. Meanwhile, her maid, Emilia, made sure she could ride through town in a suit that was not too conspicuous. The brown dress had long sleeves, making Veronica’s arms look graceful. The low-cut neckline was fastened with small buttons in the shape of roses. Veronica refused to wear a bonnet as it would draw attention away from her deep brown eyes. An hour and a half later, the horses were pulling the carriage slowly through the dirty streets of the town.

Veronica ordered the driver to stop in a side street off the market square. Disdainfully, she looked at her maid.

'You step into the hat shop. There you ask about the latest fashion. Pay close attention to the gossip. And especially if they talk about the blacksmith's son!" she commanded. 

As soon as her maid stepped out, Veronica unbuttoned two of the top buttons. The lace-encrusted top of her corset was exposed, revealing the ample top of her bosom.

Twenty minutes later, Emilia was back in the carriage. She turned her eyes away from her mistress as she addressed her.

'I have done as you asked, Miss Veronica. According to the latest reports, William, which is his name, is without a wife. Annette from the bakery heard him tell John from the butcher that he is home for good. He will run the business together with his father. And more importantly...'

Her voice faltered. Through the carriage window she saw the figure of William approaching.

Veronica had also seen the approaching figure. Her eyes moved eagerly up and down the perfect features of a fallen angel.

As William strolled past the carriage, his eyes met Emilia’s. It was as if lightning struck him. He had never met such a beautiful woman. But somehow, he also saw the cold eyes of Veronica. A shiver ran down his spine. Immediately, he gazed back to Emilia. From then on, his thoughts kept bringing him back to her beautiful blue eyes. Her lovely face seemed to materialize everywhere he looked. He longed for her. In his mind he was kissing her beautiful lips. His arms were holding her body close to his. He was possessed. William desperately hoped to meet her without her mistress. And he got lucky. At the weekly Wednesday market, he came upon her. He saw the many parcels in her arms
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