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        To My Dearest Lovely Readers,

      

      The female characters within my stories are women who have a strong faith of love, they know what they want to pursue during this era. They are constantly seeking and believe the true love really exists as they are often being looked upon as an inferior gender. Because of these social stigma, it motivates them to overcome challenges they may face while waiting for the man of their dreams to appear.

      Will these insecurities and stigma encourages them in believing true love despite the differences and challenges in social standing that they will face during this Regency Era?

      Read on to find out the answers!

      Thank you very much for your strong  support to my writing journey!

      With Hugs, Kisses and Love…
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        DEDICATION

      

      
        
        “A lady's imagination is very rapid; it jumps from admiration to love, from love to matrimony in a moment.”

        Jane Austen (1775 - 1817)
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        This Story Is Specially Dedicated To You, My Dearest Reader!

      

      It is with gratefulness and gratitude that I am writing to you this personal dedication.

      Thank you once again for giving me this opportunity to share with you my creative side of me.

      I hope you will enjoy reading this story as much I have enjoyed writing it!

      It is with such great support from you that keep us authors writing and writing, presenting to you with great and interesting stories.

      Have you checked out my other historical romance books series?

      
        Click the link below to get started

        *** AMAZON USA ***
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        Do you like what you have read?

        I would want to hear from you!

        Please do get in touch with me:

        https://www.facebook.com/JessieBennettBooks/

        jessiebennett77@gmail.com
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        Jessie Bennett is an obsessed romantic freak. She loves historical romance stories. Recently, she discovered another interest within the historical romance, which is Regency Romance stories. She wants to use her ideas, knowledge and interest of the regency era to spin out characters that readers wants to read. She aspires to be the next Jane Austen that combine grace, love, and simplicity to delight readers to find their happy endings.

        

        She lives in Norfolk county, England most of the her time. When she's not writing, you will find her walking down the countryside with her husband and her beloved dog.
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        “I do, Papa. I know you love me. I know she did too, but still…I am glad that we will have peace in the house, though I am sorry she had to die.”
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        CHAPTER ONE

        

        BEGINNINGS AND ENDINGS
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      He was nervous. It was probably the first time in his life that Marquess Abraham Montgomery had ever felt nervous. He was a soldier in the Queen’s army. He would someday hold the title of Duke, when his father passed it on to him. At 24 years of age, he was a prime catch. He’d attended all the dances and events of the season. He was well known and highly respected among the ton.

      He straightened the lapels of his tuxedo and stared at himself in the mirror. He was ready. After today, he wouldn’t be the prime catch all the women wanted to dance with. He was getting married and though he was nervous, he couldn’t be happier.

      Diana was a beautiful woman. The dowry that came along with her was nice too, but Abe wasn’t in it for the money. He had his own. His plan was to give the dowry to Diana, letting her spend it however she wished. A woman with her beauty deserved beautiful things to go along with it. Their children would be handsome, that was certain.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He turned to see her walking down the center aisle in glorious splendor. He marveled at the light that shone through the stained-glass windows of the grand church, casting a myriad of different colors directly up that aisle, highlighting Diana with each step she took. It was breathtaking. He heard many gasps rise from the guests.

      He smiled widely. His future was bright. He held out his arm for her, when she got close enough to reach him. They turned to face the preacher.

      The ceremony flowed smoothly, with no problems. His heart almost stopped when he lifted her veil and looked into her beautiful green eyes, but other than that, they exchanged their vows, had rice and small bits of colored paper rained on their heads and a four-horse carriage waiting for them when they came out of the church.

      It was the perfect wedding. Abe was looking forward to a perfect life. So far, it had gone well. He saw no reason for that to change.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Twelve years later, at the age of 36, Abraham Charles Montgomery was deeply immersed in a painful sorrow. His heart was torn. He lowered his head to his hands.

      “It’s going to be all right, Papa.” His son, Carter, said, reaching up to put one small hand on his shoulder. “It really will.”

      Abe glanced at Carter and nodded, putting a large hand on the boy’s knee and giving it a squeeze. “I know, my son. I know.” Carter was right; they were going to be all right. Diana, though a beautiful woman, held very little substance inside the stunning outer shell everyone could see. Once she was a married woman, she had seemed to shut down. The life drained from her, and she complained on a daily basis. Her home and family life was not satisfactory to her. She wanted the fun and adventures she’d had before she married. After Carter was born, nothing was left of her good nature. Being a mother did not suit her.

      The result had been a governess twenty-four hours a day, raising Carter while Abe worked as an advisor to the Prince. He had less authority than his father, the Duke of Fairfield, but was still given more duties than   those a Lord in his position would normally have. He didn’t mind. He loved working with the Prince. His family represented the people of Fairfield fairly and with open minds. They kept good records and were not stealing from the people, as Abe knew others in authority were doing.

      The elite wanting to keep the people of low position as poor as possible, the Montgomery family appreciated the citizens and didn’t follow that line of thinking. They tried to be as good as possible to the people, passing along requests to the Royal House, making sure the people were working, happy and prosperous. It had been a good 12 years for Fairfield but a traumatic time behind the closed doors of the Montgomery Manor House.

      “My Lord, would you care for a drink?”

      Abe looked up to see one of the servant girls leaning over in front of him, holding a tray with several different glasses of wine and liquors. He glanced over them and chose one that looked and smelled like brandy.

      “Thank you, Mindy.”

      “You are welcome, my Lord. May I get you anything to eat? There is quite a spread in the dining hall. I know you are not feeling well and don’t want to be around people. I would be happy to bring you a tray, my Lord.”

      Abe blinked at her. “I would like that. Thank you.”

      “I know what you enjoy, my Lord. I will be back shortly.”

      Abe placed his hands together in front of his lips and watched her turn away. His eyes moved down to his son, who was also watching Mindy leave. Carter tried smiling at his father. “She’s been watching you, Papa.”

      “I suppose she has.”

      “She feels bad for you, too.”

      “Do you think she is sad? She has no reason to be. She has seen what this family has gone through, what your mother was like. I’m sorry, son. I cannot lie to you. I am sad that it had to turn out this way. But I am not sad that you and I have gained some freedom in our home.”

      Carter nodded. “I am not happy that mother is gone, papa, but I understand what you’re saying. We will not be living in such a negative atmosphere anymore. It was, I must say, quite depressing at times, Papa.”

      Abe nodded. “Precisely, son.”

      “Was she a different woman when you married her, Papa?”

      Abe raised his eyebrows. His son was a perceptive young man. “Yes, Carter. She certainly was. She was fun and happy. She liked to go to parties and events. That ended up being the problem. She didn’t want to stop doing those things when she became a married woman.”

      “Do you think it would have been different if I had not come along?”

      Abe wrapped him arm around his son’s shoulders. “No, Carter. Never think that. It is a vast untruth. You were wanted and you are loved. Your momma loved you in her own way. She was not cut out to be a mother, it seems, but you were wanted. I hope you believe me.”

      “I do, Papa. I know you love me. I know she did too, but still…I am glad that we will have peace in the house, though I am sorry she had to die.”

      Abe wished he could say that Heaven had gained a new angel. He wished he could speak comforting words to his son, but he had vowed long ago never to lie to the boy, or to anyone else for that matter, and so far he’d succeeded. He found that telling the honest truth from the beginning avoided a lot of potential damage later, especially when one had to keep covering their tracks with more lies. He was not a cheating man, in business or personal life. It was how he had kept his reputation pure.
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        “Allow me to introduce you to some of the women you may enjoy dancing with.”
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        CHAPTER TWO

        

        NOT JUST ANOTHER BALL
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      The music danced through his head like the women dancing on the ballroom floor. William had traveled far to get away from Fairfield and the surrounding counties. They all knew who he was; they had seen him many times on the dance floor with many different women.

      He had signed the register as Marquess Abraham Montgomery, instead of his own title - The Marquess of Fairfield, the Honorable Lord William Montgomery. His brother Abe was a widower and his credentials would not be questioned. If he enjoyed traveling around Great Britain, he would enlist a follower, someone who could help prove he was Abraham if any questions were every raised about his true identity. This way he could help keep his true identity a secret. His wife would never know. Not that it mattered to him whether she knew or not. Liza was a whining, selfish woman who was constantly nagging him to spend an evening at home with her. She had deep feelings for him, feelings that he did not return. He hadn’t returned them when they courted and he didn’t return them now. Why would he spend more time than he wanted to at home, suffering her constant talking? To make matters worse, she had been unable to bear children. He would never have an heir, even if he had a title to pass to the child.

      He picked up a glass of wine as a serving boy passed in front of him. The server nodded his head and continued on. He sipped on the wine, as he looked over the brim, scanning the crowd for the most attractive ladies he could find.

      “Lord Montgomery?” He heard his name and turned to see who had addressed him. It was a beautiful, older lady, her long dark hair spilled out from her bonnet, and gently rested against her ample chest. He eyed her admiringly.

      “Yes, that is I.” He held out his hand to her and when she rested hers in it, he lifted it to his lips. “And who might you be, my Lady?”

      “I am Catherine Anne Worthington. This is my home. It is wonderful to meet you, Abraham. Please accept my condolences on the loss of your wife. How is your son?”

      William nodded. “Thank you for your sympathy. I did love my wife, very much, but it was God’s decision to take her while she was still young. Carter is doing well, thank you. He is with his governess.”

      “Do you know many of the ladies here tonight?”

      “I don’t believe I know anyone, my lady.”

      “Allow me to introduce you to some of the women you may enjoy dancing with.”

      “Why, thank you, Lady Worthington. I do appreciate that.”

      “Do you have your eye on anyone in particular?” She turned to scan the crowd behind her. William glanced around the room, taking a few more sips from his glass. He gestured with it toward a small group of women talking and laughing near the great stone fireplace. There was no fire, for it was nearly 80 degrees in the room as it was, even at this late hour.

      “That looks like a delightful pod of princesses.” He said.

      Lady Catherine looked at the girls and smiled. “Yes, they are all second season ladies. Would you like to meet them?”

      “I would like that very much.”

      Lady Catherine introduced him to the four ladies he’d had his eye on. He signed their dance cards and had a good time with each, though he knew from the beginning of each dance whether or not he would be spending more time with the lady he danced with. Each one had a flaw that pushed him away from them. One – Lady Maureen Turlington – had the most obnoxious laugh he had ever heard in his life. It didn’t make it better that she thought everything he said was funny. He told her numerous times that what he’d said was not intended to be funny but she continued to laugh anyway. It made him nauseous.

      Lady Darlene Covington was extremely intelligent. The most sober one in her group of friends, drawing a smile out of the woman was like trying to wrestle a piece of chocolate out of the hands of a greedy child. Once he managed to get a smile, he didn’t care to see it again.

      The other two women were dismissed for their own different reasons and he settled himself on a comfortable chaise lounge. It felt good under him. He tried to relax.

      “Would you like a drink, my Lord?”

      He turned to see a young woman, not as young as he was accustomed to, leaning toward him with a tray of drinks. He was immediately struck by her beauty, her face was plain, less made up than the ladies of the ton but he could see that she had gotten her hands on a bit of makeup, as her cheeks and lips were a soft rose color. Her face was pale and flanked by flowing red hair that spilled out of the tie she was using to hold it back. It fell in waves all around her.

      She had a soft Irish accent, and He enjoyed listening to it.

      “Yes, Miss.” He replied. “I’d like a drink. And some company.”

      “Oh dear. My Lord, I’m not allowed to shirk my duties to…”

      “You can if I say so. Sit down. I want to talk to you.”

      The girl looked around nervously. He couldn’t take his eyes off of her. She had a beautiful figure under her maid’s uniform. Her breasts were full and round. Her hips rounded out nicely. He wanted to run his hands over her, but refrained. He patted the lounge, indicating he wanted her to take the seat next to him. She sat down.

      “What is your name?”

      “Abigail. Abigail O’Reilly.”

      “It’s very nice to meet you, Abigail. I’m Abraham Montgomery.” He smiled at her. When she smiled back, he could tell she was still very nervous. “You don’t need to be nervous, Abby. It’s all right if I call you Abby, isn’t it? Do you want to take a walk with me?”

      “I am here to work, my Lord, I do not know if my mistress would agree to this.”

      “I will cover for you, there are other servants working here. They won’t notice one missing,  come on.”

      He stood up and held out his hand to her. She took it, while anxiously looking around.

      “You are a regular servant here?”

      “Yes, my Lord.”

      “The Worthingtons are your employers?”

      “Yes, my Lord.”

      “All right. You know this mansion. Show me where we might be able to go to find some privacy.”

      Abigail’s anxiety was at its peak. Lord Montgomery was a very handsome man, but her position prevented her from fraternizing with the elites. She had trained herself to follow the rules. She felt confused. Her body reacted to William the way he wanted it to, but her mind was screaming that it was going to cause a lot of trouble in the future.

      “I could lose my position here, my Lord.”

      “You will be guaranteed a position in my manor, if that should happen, but if we play our cards right, your mistress will never find out. That’s why you must choose somewhere that is very private. Somewhere we can be alone without the fear of being interrupted. Surely you know of such a place.”

      Abigail nodded slowly. “I do, my Lord. I do.”

      He looked at her with expectant eyes, leaned over and whispered, “Take me there.”
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        “Yes, It is. Even as bad as your marriage was, you didn’t keep Diana in a cage. You didn’t fool her into thinking her thoughts meant nothing and you were the only one she should live for.”
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        CHAPTER THREE

        

        ABRAHAM AND MEG
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      “When was the last time you spoke with him?” Abe asked, glancing up at his younger sister, Meg, as he poured drinks for them both.

      “It has to have been at least two weeks. He was not in good spirits the last time we spoke and I didn’t want to be around him. I told him to get in touch with me when he was not in such a rotten mood.”

      “He’s been very surly lately.”

      “It hasn’t just started, Abe, and you know it.” She reached up to take the drink he was offering her. “He’s been troubled since he was a youth. Marrying did not help him settle down. Liza can barely handle him, much less tame him in any way.”

      “I know. I’m just wondering what has happened in the last month to make him so surly.”

      “There is no way to tell without asking him. I have not the time or energy to analyze every move our brother makes.”

      “Nor I.” Abe took a sip from his drink. He took a few moments to think before he continued. “I suppose we could hire someone to follow him and see what he is up to.”

      “He makes a great deal of money with his business dealings.”

      “But yet he never feels the need to contribute to the expenses of running the estate. Why do you think that is?”

      “He spends it on his own pleasures. Women, dances, fine clothing and furnishings for his manor, He has no regard for anyone but himself.”

      “I hate to think that we are going to spend our whole evening talking about what a wretch our brother is.” Abe sat next to his sister on the velvet couch. She was sitting to one side and he turned and faced her. “It has been almost a month since we’ve seen each other face to face. What a shame that our first topic of discussion would be William.”

      “It doesn’t have to be our only topic of discussion. We will go on to happier, more entertaining things in a moment. For now, we must discuss and dismiss the elephant in the room.”

      Abe laughed. “The elephant in the room? I have never heard that phrase before.”

      “I heard it from an American at one of the parties I attended.”

      “It’s interesting.”

      “I thought so, too.”

      “So now our brother is the elephant in the room. What do you suggest we do about him? There is no way for us to force him to participate in taking care of father’s estate.”

      “What do you think of hiring someone to watch him and report back to us?”

      “That is probably a good idea, Meg. We can’t go on paying for everything out of our own personal accounts while he spends his money elsewhere.”

      “The wrong people are getting his money.”

      “I agree.” He took several short sips from his glass. “Do you have any kind of plan?”

      “I spoke to Liza this morning. I stopped by there while I was out in the carriage.”

      “Did you really?”

      “I certainly did.”

      “And how did that go?”

      “She was not as pleased to see me as I would have expected. After only a few minutes of speaking with her, I realized what had happened.”

      “She has been sour toward us for nearly a year. Isolating herself, and not wanting to spend any time with the family.”

      “Apparently, William has been telling her that we are not interested in having a relationship with her. He told her that we consider her an outsider, despite her substantial dowry, the wealth of her family and the fact that she had her own title before she married William.”

      “He doesn’t even have a title. As the younger brother, he will never be Duke.” Abe shook his head. “That will be Carter, whether William likes it or not. It will never pass to him, even if I died tomorrow. Carter will be the next Duke of Fairfield.”

      “I am aware.”

      “So she sacrificed her title to marry him.”

      “Exactly, and also, I don’t know if you have spoken to her recently…” He shook his head and she continued. “She is absolutely smitten with him. There is no way she doesn’t know about his dalliances. She must know, it has been rumored for months. We all know about it.”

      “If he has cut her off from this family, I’m sure he has succeeded in fooling her about her own family and friends as well. Do you think anyone has told her about what William does? I’m sure he hides it well.”

      “I’m sure he does, and no, I fear we are not the only ones who have kept silent about what he’s been doing.”

      “Then we are as guilty as he is for not exposing his behavior to her, before it became painful.”

      “It would always have been painful, Abe. Considering how much she loves him, I have my doubts that she will do anything about it.”

      “It is a shame to see love wasted that way. It is so rare to find.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “You are blessed with a husband who truly cares for you.”

      “Yes. Michael was an amazing find. I do hope that I never find out he’s been seeking a mistress.”

      “How could any man have eyes for any woman other than you, Meg?” Abe gave her a wide smile.

      “It happens. If you think about it, why would our brother chase after any woman other than Liza? She is not homely in any way. Her beauty far surpasses many of the women, ten or more years younger than her .”

      “I agree, and it seems we have come back around to talking about William and his dastardly deeds.”

      “Yes, it happens doesn’t it?”

      “Did you talk to Liza about the financial situation with the estate and that William needs to take part in it?”

      “I touched on the subject, but William keeps her at arm’s length. She has no influence over him. I had been thinking all this time that she was the aggressor in their marriage, but I was mistaken. He has her under his complete control.”

      “That is horrible.”

      “Yes, It is. Even as bad as your marriage was, you didn’t keep Diana in a cage. You didn’t fool her into thinking her thoughts meant nothing and you were the only one she should live for.”

      “No, I would never have done that.”

      “I know. I know you, brother.”

      “And we know William, as well. You mentioned that we were meeting tonight?”

      “I did.”

      “Alright, let’s hire someone to see what William is up to, and we must make it a priority to let Liza know about his behavior. She has a right to know.”

      “I wish it wasn’t something we had to do. I wish we could find a good friend of Liza’s and convince them to tell her.”

      “Let’s think about it a little longer.”

      He stood back up to refill their glasses. “Dinner should be ready shortly.”

      “Thank you, Abe.”

      “I’m glad you are here.”
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        “Where are you taking me, my dear?”
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        CHAPTER FOUR

        

        A NIGHT TO REMEMBER…AND FORGET
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      The music from the gala behind them faded as they hurried down the hallway together. Abigail’s body was on fire. She couldn’t decide if it was her anxious state or excitement that a lord had shown interest in her. Perhaps he would be her way out of the mire, out of her life as a servant. If she were to give herself to him, he would surely feel obligated to remove her from her servant hood.

      “Where are you taking me, my dear?” William was excited and not in the least bit nervous. He wasn’t even here under his own name. He had always wanted to bed a servant but if it had gotten around, which secrets tend to do, his name would be ruined. His brother was a bachelor now that Diana was dead. It would only be a blip in his reputation, if it were to ever come out at all.

      As for himself, his own reputation could not stand up against the allegation of his infidelity. It would break Liza’s heart and make her family angry. He knew they would take it out on him, perhaps even come gunning for him. It was just easier to pretend to be Abe. That way, no one would get hurt and no one would be the wiser.

      “My loft is at the top of the stairs, my Lord.” Abigail whispered breathlessly as she led him down a deserted hallway toward a narrow staircase at the end. “Will that be private enough to suit you?”

      “That sounds perfect.” William nodded. He could feel the blood in his body churning with desire. He hadn’t felt that way about Liza for some time. In fact, he sometimes fantasized about getting rid of Liza somehow. She was unable to bear him any children, so in essence, she was useless to him. Her beauty would soon fade and there would be nothing left for him but a talking, walking shell of a woman, hanging on to him like an unwanted vine. She wasn’t even very bright. For the life of him, he didn’t know why he’d married her. He could have just played with her the way he played with the rest of his women. Then he would be free to do whatever he wanted with whomever he wanted.

      The idea was a double-edged sword. He knew that if he was free to dally with women the way he wanted, the excitement of it all would vanish and he would find life boring and uninteresting. This way, there was much more excitement. The “forbidden fruit” he constantly sought kept him going from one woman to another, anyone other than his wife.

      He followed behind Abigail, watching the way her body moved in the uniform, which was longer than he would have expected. It was a black dress, reaching down to her ankles, with a crisp white apron that looked brand new. She had light stockings on and small black slip-on shoes. He took a moment to admire how small her feet were.

      He moved his eyes back up, taking in her fine, rounded figure. She would be fun.

      They reached the top of the stairs where two opposing doors blocked any further ascension. She stood in front of the door to the right, flipped the bolt latch and swung the thin, wooden door open.

      He was kissing her before the door closed behind them.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Blimey, Abby, what were you thinking?” She heard the anxious voice of her friend and across-the-hall neighbor, Carol, and felt small, thin hands shaking her lightly. She became aware of her surroundings and sat up abruptly in bed, gazing all around her, clutching the sheet to her chest to hide her nudity.

      Carol took a step back, her eyes wide. “You…you slept...Abby, the mistress is very upset with you! You can’t just decide to come to bed and not finish your duties for the night. Don’t you know that makes all of us look bad? Plus, we had to finish the nightly chores because we couldn’t find you. We don’t want more work because of your darned lazy behind! What were you thinking just walking out like that?”

      “I…Carol, you saw me leaving?”

      “Not me. Someone else, said you was leavin’ the party early last night.”

      “Why…why didn’t anyone check up here?”

      “Why in heaven’s name would we check up here? No one has ever left their duties to go to bed, especially without telling anyone.”

      Abigail suddenly realized that she could not use Lord Montgomery as a witness to her whereabouts. He was gone. Their actions were reprehensible. She could no more expose the lord as she could herself. She would be dismissed. Lord Montgomery would not stand up for her, she was certain of that.

      “What…what’s going to happen to me?”

      Carol shook her head. “You best be gettin’ dressed right now, missy, and get your tail downstairs to talk to mistress right away! I know she is anxious to know where you are.”

      “She has been looking for me?”

      “When you didn’t show up last night for the nightly chores, Jackson sent a note up to the mistress that you had gone missing. She said to wait till this mornin’ and if you were still nowhere to be found, they would send word. But ‘ere you are! You been here all night, I suppose.”

      “Yes.” Abigail wanted to get dressed but she didn’t even have undergarments on. She was not about to step out from behind the sheet with Carol standing there.

      “Well, you is in trouble now, Missy. You need to be gettin’ dressed right now.”

      “I will if you just leave me for a moment, Carol.” Abigail tried not to sound snappy but she was worried, anxious and cold. She wanted to clean up, get dressed and go downstairs to explain to the mistress what happened.

      She would say she had a sudden attack of light-headedness and pain and that she immediately went to lie down. She would say that she had been in so much pain, she had no time to find Jackson and tell him of her intentions, and finally, she would say that she had never intended to rest for so long and that she was very sorry for shirking her duties the night before. If that didn’t keep her in the mistress’s good graces, she didn’t know what would.

      She was disappointed in herself. She should have known that Lord Montgomery had only been in it for his own pleasure. Her safety and security were the last things on his mind.

      She would never forget him, Lord Abraham Montgomery. The man she was sure could charm the richest man out of all of his wealth.
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        “Are you jealous, Mr. William Montgomery?” She teased.
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        CHAPTER FIVE

        

        BLINDED BY LOVE
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      William had the same disoriented feeling Abigail had when he woke up the next morning. For him, it was because he was not in his comfortable bed. Why he had chosen not to just go to bed was beyond his comprehension. He and Liza had not shared a room or a bed in over two years. He sometimes wondered why the woman never requested intimacy with him, when otherwise she doted on his every word.

      No matter where he slept, it wouldn’t have made any difference to William, if she’d heard him come in the night before.

      His head swimming, he sat up and groaned loudly. According to the large clock to his right, he’d only been home for about two hours anyway. He put his head in his hands and tried to remember as much as he could from the night before. The memories returned slowly.

      Abigail. The young maid with the firm and curvy body, the big eyes and the pretty Irish lips he’d thoroughly enjoyed kissing. Perhaps he would return to the Worthington’s at some point to seek them out once more.

      He looked up as the door was thrown open. Liza’s worried face appeared as she looked around the room. She spotted William and instant relief flooded her features.

      “There you are, husband! I feared the worst, I truly did!”

      She rushed into the room and put her arms around his shoulders, pressing her breasts against his face. He found himself strangely aroused and repulsed at the same time. He jerked his head away from her.

      “Why are you wearing that? You look like you are going to a party!” He eyed her low-cut bodice and tightly cinched waist. She had curves, too. He hadn’t remembered that.

      Liza looked down at her dress. Her face moved through several emotions before she spoke. She spun in a circle. “Do you like it? I am going to a party actually. My cousin Darla has invited me to go to a luncheon with her today. A lady’s tea, you know with cookies and pastries and…”

      “Good God, woman! I know what a luncheon is! I am not a buffoon.”

      Liza looked at him with an open, innocent face. “Oh, I was not implying…”

      “Whatever the case may be, you should wear a shawl. That dress exposes your body to any man who might be looking.”

      Liza pushed the tip of her tongue out between her teeth when she smiled. “Are you jealous, Mr. William Montgomery?” She teased.

      He stood up, lowered his head and growled, “I am very tired. I have no more time for this banter.”

      Liza put her hand on his arm to stop him from leaving. He tried not to notice how small and frail her hand looked and how small and delicate she was. He had the impression that a strong breeze might lift her and blow her away. He, himself, was a large and muscular man. He felt like if he touched her, she would break.

      The thought softened his heart a little and he looked at her as compassionately as he could manage.

      “What is it, Liza?”

      “You have not been out carousing have you, William? You are still my husband, are you not?”

      He nodded. “Of course I am still your husband.”

      “You are not meeting with any other women, are you, Will?”

      William shook his head and looked at her with gentle eyes. “Of course not, dear Liza. You know I only have eyes for you.”

      “But where were you last night? You didn’t come home until the morning light was starting to fill  the sky. The sun was not quite up yet. I…I was watching for it.”

      “And me?”

      She blushed. “Perhaps, yes.”

      “I’ve told you before not to wait up for me, Liza. I have many business dealings that last well into the night.”

      “But you didn’t come home.”

      “I stayed at my brother’s. He and Meg were there. I didn’t feel like returning home, as late as it was, so I slept in a guest room at Abe’s.”

      “I talked to Meg yesterday.”

      William blinked. Was this her telling him that she knew he was lying about where he’d been the night before? He tried not to freeze up. “Oh? And what did you talk about?” He asked the question in a guarded voice. Liza didn’t seem to notice any of his anxiety.

      “She said that you are behind on your payments to them, for the upkeep of your father’s estate.”

      Relief swept through him. If Meg had any intention of opening her mouth about his behavior, she would have done so when she called on Liza, but she’d kept the information to herself. He took that as acceptance, and decided he would use his sister on more occasions from then on. He was sure he had probably been seen, in the last year or so, at some of the balls he had started attending. There was a chance at least a few people that knew him would have seen him leave with a young lady who was not his wife. He thought back on several occasions fondly. The memories made him a smile slightly and his eyes drifted from his wife’s face.

      He brought his eyes back into focus, resting his hand on hers as she continued clinging to his arm. “My dear Liza, they are mistaken. I will have a talk with them and we will sort this out later today.”

      “All right, William. I know father’s money has not been touched since our marriage. We will always have that to rely on should the estate expenses be too high.”

      William masked his annoyance with a bright smile. “Of course, dear. I’m going to wash and dress for the day. Would you please excuse me?”

      Liza rose up onto her tiptoes and planted a warm kiss on his lips. He reacted with surprise. It had been months since she’d done something like that. He’d almost forgotten how it felt to kiss her. He put a hand around her small waist and gave her a small boost so that she could lift up for another one. He prolonged the kiss, and she reacted just the way he wanted.   She nearly fainted in his arms.

      He righted her firmly, holding her up as she swayed slightly. She put one hand to her chest.

      “My goodness, William. I don’t know what to say.”

      “A man can’t kiss his wife when he wants to?”

      “It’s just…been some time since you have…shown me any affection.”

      “Perhaps that is something that needs to be changed.”

      Liza’s eyes opened wide.

      “I will visit your room tonight.”

      The shocked woman quickly blinked half a dozen times, her eyelashes fluttering. “Oh…all right…”

      William made sure she was standing upright on her feet before brushing past her to go to his room. He knew she was watching him as he left. It made him feel completely satisfied. His confidence was soaring. The pretty little maid in the Worthington manor had made him feel like the King of England. So much so that he was planning a visit to his wife that night, for whom he’d felt no desire or intimacy for in two years. In truth, he wouldn’t that night either, if one took into account that he would be thinking about another woman and not the one who was physically there.
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        “I…I have been summoned to the Worthington Estate. They have urgent business that I need to address.”
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        CHAPTER SIX

        

        THE SUMMONS
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      Abraham watched as Carter tapped the outside of his egg with the small fork. He broke the shell all the way around and opened the top.

      “You have a specific way of doing just about everything you do, don’t you, Carter?” He asked.

      Carter looked at him with a smile. “Yes, Papa. I like to make sure that there are no pieces of shell left in my egg. I have gotten a piece of shell between my teeth before, and it’s not a pleasant feeling to bite down on one. It feels strange in my mouth.”

      Abraham nodded. “I understand, son. Will you be having another this morning?”

      “I don’t think so, Papa. I won’t be…”

      He stopped when the door to the kitchen swung open and one of the scullery maids entered carrying a folded piece of parchment paper held together by a red ribbon.

      “My Lord,” she sounded anxious. “You have a message.”

      “Who is it from, Tammy?”

      “It is from the Worthington’s, my Lord.”

      Abe lifted his eyebrows in surprise. Why would the Worthington’s be sending him a message? He hadn’t seen the Duke or Duchess for some time now. His father dealt with the man on occasion, because Duke Worthington owned Fairbanks and all of its inner counties, provinces and territories.

      He took the note from her and nodded, so that she would know to leave. She turned on her heel and hurried out, no doubt to go talk to the cook and the other servant girls and speculate about what the Duke of Fairbanks could possibly want with him.

      He could see Carter was watching as he unfolded the letter and began to read. The blood drained from his head and into his feet as he processed the words written there.

      “What is it, Papa?” Carter knew who the Worthingtons were. Abe had personally taught him the ins and outs of politics, the royal family, the Worthington cousins who ruled Fairbanks and all of its counties and how they were connected to those families. He wanted Carter to be prepared to take over the ruling of Fairfield when it was time. Nigel Huntington, the Duke of Paddington, who was their nearest neighbor, was his oldest and closest friend. The first thing that ran through Abe’s mind was that he would need to take a long ride today and consult with Nigel.

      Something was afoot.

      “Papa?” Carter repeated to get his father’s attention. Abe’s eyes shifted to his son.

      “I…I have been summoned to the Worthington Estate. They have urgent business that I need to address.”

      “You?” Carter’s eleven-year-old eyes opened wide. Abe was happy that his son was so smart but it would have perhaps been better, in this case, if he weren’t. He folded the letter and tucked it into the small side pocket of his shirt, knowing his son realized the implications. “Well, it doesn’t necessarily have to be something bad, does it, papa? You have told me yourself that the Worthingtons are a fine family and they are to be respected and admired.”

      “Yes.” Abe nodded, adding under his breath, “from afar.”

      “I heard you, Papa.” Carter was always blunt. Abe sucked in a sharp breath but closed his mouth before he could utter a response he might later regret.

      “Yes, son, they are to be admired and respected, but they also have a lot of power and with one simple decree, have everything one has worked for his entire life taken away.”

      “But what is the logic in that? Why would they do that to you, especially, Papa? You have wronged no one.”

      “While this is true, there have been occasions when someone has been accused of something by someone else, who is vindictive and seeking revenge for a slight. That slight does not have to be anything major. If someone finds fault with you in any way, it can set off a firestorm of innuendo and gossip. These are things that can destroy a reputation.”

      “Why do we need a good reputation? Why must we care what other people think?”

      Abe leaned forward. “You must remember this, Carter. You may need it in your future. The key is to be discerning about whom you trust and whom you don’t. Befriending the wrong individuals and then remaining unaware to the fact that they intend to turn around and stab you in the back can destroy a reputation. This situation can happen to anyone.”

      “As it appears to have happened to you, Papa. Because if anyone has accused you of wrongdoing, I can certainly verify that you have not a dangerous or violent bone in your whole body.”

      Abe laughed. “As a warrior, that statement should make me cringe, but since I am no longer in the Queen’s army, I’ll take it as a compliment.”

      “Thank you, Papa, it was meant as one.”

      “Well, then thank you, my son.”

      “Would you like some company for your visit to the Worthington Manor, Papa?”

      Abe chuckled. His son was being sly. He wanted to visit the Great House, for it was well-known throughout all of Fairbanks. It had been built in the style of the great castles of old. There was nothing like it in the land.

      “Next time, Carter. This time, I feel I better go alone. There is something menacing about this note. It makes me uneasy.”

      “Don’t let it worry you, Papa. Worry never did anyone any good.”

      “You are a very wise young man.”

      “Thank you. It would be hard not to be wise with a father like you.” The little boy smiled widely.

      Abe was overwhelmed at first and then realized his son was teasing him. The boy’s sneaky smile was filled with laughter.

      “Flattery will not get you on this trip to Worthington Manor, my son.” Abe winked at the boy. “But nice try.”

      Carter threw his head back and laughed. The sound brought joy to Abe’s heart. He was proud of Carter. He was going to be a fine adult, a man to be reckoned with on all levels. Strong and handsome like his father and uncle; Abe was sure, with intelligence that would keep him in the finest of company.

      He would be a wonderful Duke someday and would govern Fairfield with a kind and just hand.

      He stood up, pushing his chair back with his legs. “I am going to make arrangements to leave today. I will be gone for the next two, perhaps three days. Will you be all right?”

      “You know I will, Papa. Barbara is here to help me with whatever I need.”

      Abe gazed at his son for a few minutes before turning away. His chest was bursting with pride.

      As he turned away, he prayed earnestly that there would be no problems between the  Worthingtons and himself.
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        “I must tell you the truth, I had my doubts that the young lady in question gave an accurate name. I could not believe that you could be capable of such a thing, but who would use your name, Abraham? And why would they dare to put such a blight on your reputation?”
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      Abe stared at Duke Worthington, stunned speechless.

      “I’m sorry? I…I have not attended a party here in over six months. My Lord, you know who I am. You know I would not do something like this.”

      “I must tell you the truth, I had my doubts that the young lady in question gave an accurate name. I could not believe that you could be capable of such a thing, but who would use your name, Abraham? And why would they dare to put such a blight on your reputation?”

      “I am not sure, your Grace.” Abe looked down at the floor, running through a list of suspects in his mind.

      “Regardless, the young woman has been left with child. The Duchess and I feel it is imperative to find out who the father is. She is very taken with him, it seems. It took all that we had just to get the name out of her. She feared for your safety.”

      “If you would like to call her in, my Lord, I will be happy to stand trial in front of her, she can confirm that I am not who she thinks I am.”

      “Yes, we will do that to establish that it is a mistaken identity.”

      “I would very much like to see her, my Lord.”

      “I will send for her.” He nodded to a man standing against the wall. “Nathan, fetch Abigail for us, if you would.”

      “Yes, your Grace.” Nathan nodded, turned and went through the door to the kitchen.

      “Do you suppose Abigail has seen this man since their first encounter?”

      “I do not know. She has only spoken to the Duchess about the situation. She is too ashamed to speak to me.”

      “Do you think she will be able to speak freely now? She will see I am a different man.”

      “I suspect she will be hurt to see that the man she has given herself to is not the man he said he was.”

      Abe hadn’t thought of that. “It will be a betrayal of great proportions.”

      “Yes. I fear that will be the case.”

      “Perhaps I can try to help her find out who has done this to her.”

      “We are all anxious to know. She believes that she is about six or seven weeks into her pregnancy. That means the ball we held the month before last. We cannot narrow it down further than your name, sir, because all of those who registered have been accounted for. Since you say you were not in attendance, someone has used your name.”

      “And that someone could be anyone.”

      “Correct.”

      “Very unfortunate.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      The kitchen door swung open and a very frightened looking Irish girl came through it. She glanced at Abe, and there was no trace of recognition, though he was certain he saw a slight start. She looked almost surprised for a moment.

      “Abigail, this is Abraham Montgomery.”

      Abigail frowned at Abe. “I am sorry, my Lord. You are not the Abraham Montgomery I know.”

      Duke Worthington nodded. “It is as we suspected. Someone assumed the identity of Lord Montgomery in order to gain access to our event. We should begin searching the house and grounds for anything that might be missing.”

      Abe lifted a finger. “If you please, my Lord.” He looked back at Abigail. “You seem confused, my dear, but perhaps not because you are just coming to find out that your lover is not Abraham Montgomery. There seemed to be something more to it than that. What have you to say for yourself?”

      Abigail swallowed, her lips twitching nervously. “You are not Abra…the Abraham I know, my lord, but you look…similar to him, in some way. I am not sure…how.”

      “I have only one brother, Miss, and he is married. Surely you can’t mean him.”

      “I would have to see him, my Lord.”

      “Your Grace, if you would permit. I will attempt to get my brother to come here and see Miss Abigail. If, as I suspect, he refuses to come, we will find another way to determine whether he is the perpetrator of this fraud. If he is, allow me to make reparations of some sort.”

      “That would be much appreciated, Abraham. I know that you are a respectable man. I would very much like to know if your brother has committed this act.”

      “If we make appropriate and acceptable reparations, may I ask that we keep this deceitful action under wraps? It would damage my family name beyond measure. In addition, my brother’s marriage and reputation would be destroyed.”

      Duke Worthington looked unhappy and slightly angry. A slice of nervousness slid through Abe as he watched the Duke contemplate what he was saying.

      “Abigail is a good servant and a good woman. She has never done harm to us or to anyone else, as far as I know.” Duke Worthington looked at Abigail. “Have you, Miss? Have you harmed someone else during your lifetime?”

      Abigail looked surprised that she was being addressed so informally. “N…No, your Grace. I have not intentionally harmed anyone else in spirit or in flesh.”

      The Duke turned his eyes to Abe. “The man who has done this to her has betrayed her in an unacceptable fashion. Justice must be done. If that man is your brother, do you not agree that his wife should know about his philandering?”

      Abe swallowed, he and Meg had talked about telling Liza what William was doing. They never agreed that it was the right thing to do. He was beginning to think they had made a mistake by withholding the information from her.

      “Your Grace, the Lady Montgomery is a fragile creature with a weak countenance and a deep love for her husband. We have always thought it best to keep this kind of information from her as long as possible.”

      “We?”

      “William and I have a sister, Meg. She and I had a discussion about this fairly recently. In fact, I believe it might have been right around the time of the ball where William attended as me.”

      “I see.”

      “I understand that you are upset by this, your Grace. I would consider it a personal favor if you would allow me to see that justice is done without harming my entire family along with my brother and also this dear young lady’s reputation. I will pay for everything necessary for her to have a private birth and I will ensure that her and her child will not be wanting for anything as long as they live.”

      The Duke’s features softened somewhat. “You speak as though you already know the man we seek is your brother.”

      Abe frowned. “Unfortunately, your Grace, this is the type of thing that my brother would do. He can be a scoundrel. I suspect that he is the man we seek and I want to make things right without causing any more of a stir than necessary.”

      The Duke nodded. “I understand, Abe.”

      “If you also would allow me to let my father know about this?”

      “Yes, Abe, that is acceptable.” The Duke looked less irritated than he had when Abe had first entered the room. He was happy about that. It was the only thing he was happy about. He wanted to make things right but there was no real way to do that. William had stepped into deep water this time.
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        William snorted. “I got her pregnant? How unlikely. She is trying to extort money from our family.”
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        WILLIAM’S PILE OF BAD DECISIONS
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      He waited patiently for the tall door to open so that he could be ushered in, out of the pouring rain. He carried an umbrella with him wherever he went, just in case a storm broke out while he was walking somewhere. He listened to the raindrops patter against the roof of the deck and shook his umbrella a few times, spinning it to get all the excess water off.

      Finally, the doors were opened and James, William’s butler, greeted him. “Good afternoon, James. I need to speak with William.”

      “Yes, my Lord. Please come in. Allow me to take your coat, hat and umbrella, my Lord.”

      “Thank you, James.”

      He waited while James put his things in their appropriate places and followed him through the great foyer, toward the back of the house. He stopped at the library door and opened it wide.

      “Your brother, Lord Abraham Montgomery, to see you, my Lord.”

      William leaned forward in his high backed green and gold colored chair, pulled the pipe from his mouth and peered at Abe. “Hello, brother! To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”

      “Good afternoon, William.” Abe stepped into the room, passing James with a nod. The butler nodded back and left, pulling the door closed behind him.

      William raised his eyebrows. “My brother uses his serious voice. Has something happened that I should know about?”

      “Do you remember attending a Worthington ball a month and a half back, William?”

      William looked up at the ceiling, contemplating his exploits. “Hmmm. I do believe I went to the Worthington event recently. Why do you ask?”

      “There is a certain maid there who claims to have had relations with someone with my name. Upon meeting her, she knew instantly that it was not I. However, she says that the perpetrator has similar features, which she failed to mention. Did you bed a maid in the Worthington household that night, brother?”

      William stood up, holding his hands up in an “I surrender” pose. “All right, look, Abe, it was a once in a lifetime experience, all right? I have always wanted to know if it feels different to bed a servant and she was a beautiful, little, Irish girl with a stunning face and a beautiful body. How could I resist?”

      “You are a married man, William! How could you behave in this way? You are a scoundrel and a deceitful, unfaithful husband.”

      William shrugged. “It felt good at the time. I contemplated going back for a few more tries with that little Irish girl, but I never found the time or a good enough excuse to do so either. Without a reason to see the Duke, there was no reason for me to go there.” He chuckled. “However, they will be having a ball in a few weeks, and I am planning on attending.”

      “You will not attend that ball, brother. You have gotten the young lady pregnant. Do you even know her name?”

      William snorted. “I got her pregnant? How unlikely. She is trying to extort money from our family.”

      “No, I disagree. I spoke with Duke Worthington and…”

      William sat up straight and stared at Abe. “You spoke with the Duke? You told him of this?” He looked angry.

      “I did not tell him, no. The young lady, Abigail, did.”

      Abigail. Just her name made William remember the feel of her soft body against his, her tantalizing lips, the feel of her gentle hands on his skin. He got chills and a smile crossed his lips.

      But now that she was pregnant, she would lose that lovely little body of hers. She would probably end up a large woman with many children by many different fathers.

      “There is no proof the child is mine. That maid could have been with a dozen other men in the week I was there alone. Why, she might have been with another man after I left that night!”

      “Duke Worthington is not convinced this is Abigail’s fault. He believes she was seduced. He says that she is a good servant and a good woman. Good women don’t behave in that fashion. You must have seduced her or somehow made her fall for your charms.”

      “She may not be the good woman her master sees her as.”

      “I cannot allow you to ruin our family name by having an illegitimate child that you will not claim. We must do something to make restitution for the young lady.”

      William snorted again. “I feel no guilt nor any need to do anything extra for the little trollop you say might be carrying my child. She has no proof it is mine and I won’t spend a dollar of my money making recompense, when another man could easily be the father.”

      “Duke Worthington will not take kindly to this, William. He sees it as an affront.”

      “Again, I don’t understand how anything a maid does makes any difference to the Worthingtons.”

      “Perhaps they care about their servants, instead of treating them like slaves.”

      “If they are receiving a wage upon which to live, they are not being treated like slaves. We would not have to pay slaves.”

      “I detest the way you talk about the servants as if they aren’t people. Did you not consider this young Abigail’s feelings when you took her to bed?”

      “Why should I care about her feelings? She got as much pleasure out of it as I did, I assure you.”

      “You are a disgusting pig. You have not considered Liza in all of this either. It would be true justice if you were to be found out, lose your home and your wife, and be dismissed by father and mother.”

      William sneered at his brother, as he stood up and walked over to the bar to pour himself a drink. “You aren’t going to do that, brother. You aren’t going to tell anyone. If you did, you know what the consequences would be. This type of scandal might even cost dear father his seat on the Prince’s council.”

      “I find it so hard to believe that you can be this callus, William. Do you ever think of anyone but yourself?”

      “I try not to.”

      “That is quite apparent.”

      William looked at his brother over the rim of his glass as he brought it to his lips. Abe’s frustrated face amused him and it showed. This only proved to infuriate Abe all the more. William chuckled.

      “I can see you are unhappy with me, my brother. I’m sorry about that, I truly am, but I am who I am and I have not changed since we were very young men, serving in the Queen’s army.”

      “As far as I recall, you were just as lax with the rules and with dignity as you are now.”

      “You are no better than me, brother. I have nothing more to say on this matter. Unless you have come to have dinner with my wife and I, you are free to go back home to your son.”

      “Why did you use my name, William? Did you not realize how that would make me look?”

      William shook his head. “As you have so eloquently pointed out, Abe, I am not concerned about other people, only myself, remember?”
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        “We can come up with a solution. I’m sure of it.”
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        NIGEL’S ADVICE
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      Abe’s temper had nearly gotten the best of him. He had to escape his brother’s home quickly or he was afraid he would beat the man to a pulp. He was as angry as he could possibly get.

      He didn’t even bother to open his umbrella. He stomped to his carriage and pulled himself in with one swift movement.

      “Take me to Huntington manor.” He told his driver.

      As the carriage rumbled down the long dirt pathway that led back to the main road, Abe attempted to calm himself. His brother was no doubt one of the worst scoundrels he had ever encountered in his life. It was a shame that a child would finally be born to the man and he didn’t even care. Liza had never been able to get pregnant. The doctors had diagnosed her, after their marriage and many years of trying to conceive, as being “too fragile” to carry a child. Since her body knew this, it had refused to become pregnant. That’s what they said. From that moment on, William had treated his wife as little more than the lowliest of servants, only there for something pretty to look at.

      Nigel would have some good advice. He always did.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A young boy, with skin the color of chocolate, answered Nigel’s door. Abe bowed at the waist.

      “Good morning, Master Matthew. How are you today?”

      “I am well, Lord Montgomery. Please come in. Papa is in the study. Shall I take you to him?”

      “You can if you so desire, Matthew. I won’t keep you if you are busy with other things.”

      “No, my Lord, I am taking a break from my studies.”

      Abe nodded and followed the boy out of the large foyer and through a door that led to a hallway that took him to the West Wing of the mansion. He had not been surprised when the boy had answered the door. Matthew took regular constitutionals around the large mansion. He had been a slave in his home country of Jamaica. As a British man, Nigel had no trouble purchasing the boy. As soon as he had done so, he had papers drawn up signifying that Matthew was free from the bonds of slavery and would be until the day he died, as would all his descendants. Matthew was seven when Nigel purchased him and had received the finest education ever since. Now, at nearly thirteen years of age, Matthew was already known in Fairbanks as the brightest young man, of his age, in all the land.

      The boy opened the door to the study and let it swing wide. “Papa, Lord Montgomery is here to see you.”

      Nigel looked up from his seat behind an enormous, finely crafted, cherry wood desk; he first looked at Matthew, then at Abe. He looked back at Matthew and pursed his lips.

      “Why are you bringing him to me? Are you practicing to be a butler?”

      Matthew chuckled softly. “No, Papa. I was walking through the foyer when the bell rang and so I answered it. I didn’t think about letting Lucas get it. He was nowhere to be seen.”

      “Well, we can’t expect to him stand next to the front door waiting for people to arrive unannounced all day, can we?” Nigel chuckled.

      “No, Papa. That would make him a wasted, valuable resource.”

      Nigel and Abe both laughed. Abe crossed over to the desk and took a seat, stretching his legs out in front of him.

      “Are you enjoying your lessons today, Matt?” Nigel asked.

      “Yes Sir, very much.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “I will let you visit with your company, Papa. I will see you again in a few hours.”

      “All right, thank you, son.”

      Matthew gave Abe and Nigel a parting smile before backing out and closing the door behind him.

      “That is one fine young man you are raising there, Nige. Good job.”

      Nigel’s smile widened. “I was truly blessed when I ran across that little boy, Abe. He keeps me grounded sometimes. It serves as a constant reminder that under different circumstance, I could have been just like him growing up.”

      “Yes, very much so, I’m sure. What was his name before you changed it to Matthew?”

      “Ayutunda, he takes such pride in himself and his work. I am very pleased with his progress.” Nigel sat forward and studied his friend’s face. “You look very concerned, Abe. Tell me what the problem is, and I will help you solve it.”

      “My brother has fallen into a mess, Nigel, and I will need all the help I can get to drag his sorry behind out of it. If that’s even possible.”

      “Let me guess.” Nigel sat back, one arm stretched out in front of him, his long, slender fingers tapping out a soft rhythm on top of a small pile of papers. “He was caught with another man’s wife.”

      Abe shook his head. “It is far worse, I’m afraid.”

      Nigel raised his eyebrows. “Oh my. Well, tell me what’s happened, my friend.”

      Abe sucked in a deep breath. “It seems that about six or seven weeks ago, William went to a ball and registered there using my name, telling everyone he was me.”

      “This in order to dance with unmarried young ladies as an unmarried man.” Nigel deduced.

      “Exactly. While there, he met and seduced one of the maids.”

      Nigel looked up at the ceiling in exasperation.

      “And now it turns out the young woman is pregnant.”

      Nigel pulled in a sharp breath. “This just keeps getting worse. Is there more?”

      “I’m afraid so. The maid works for the Worthingtons.”

      “Good God!” Nigel exclaimed, he flattened his hand on the desk and slapped it down once firmly. “What is wrong with William? Has he completely lost his mind?”

      Abe shook his head. “It appears so.”

      “What will be done? Have you spoken to the Worthingtons?”

      “They know that I was not the one who seduced the girl that night, that much is secure. However, I have no evidence to prove to the Worthingtons that it was William. I want to devise a scheme in which Abigail has the opportunity to see William and point him out to the Worthingtons, but so far, William is not willing to visit the estate with me and probably will never return there because of this. He denies the child is his and says that the maid was probably making her way around many beds at the time. I doubt this, as I have met the young woman and the Worthingtons speak very highly of her. Their judgment is not in question. My brother’s, however, is.”

      “Yes. I understand.”

      “What would you suggest?”

      “Well, my friend, why don’t you have the Worthingtons and Abigail meet you in a restaurant that you have invited your brother to? She can point to him and they will know who he is. Then they can deal with him.”

      “I don’t want the Worthingtons to deal with him, Nige. I need to keep this under wraps. Father’s businesses could be hurt by this scandal. Our family would be put in jeopardy, and our reputations tarnished.”

      Nigel nodded. “Yes, I understand.”

      “Will you help me, Nige?”

      Nigel smiled at him. “You know I am always here for you, my friend.”

      “And you always come up with excellent ideas, Nigel. That’s why I’m here.”

      “We can come up with a solution. I’m sure of it.”

      Abe nodded. “As am I.”
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        Allow me to spell out the plan that has been arranged.
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        CHAPTER TEN

        

        DEVISING A PLAN
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      A cool breeze blew over Abe as he stood waiting in the garden for Lady Worthington and Abigail. He had been asked to stay in the garden to wait while the women were fetched. It was a bit odd, but he didn’t really mind. Being out in the sunlight surrounded by some of the most beautiful landscaping in the country was not exactly an unpleasant way to spend an afternoon, and he was sure it wouldn’t take long to find them.

      As he suspected, not long after he had sat down on a white iron bench seat, he saw the ladies approaching down one of the narrow pathways between flowers, shrubs and carefully trimmed bushes. He stood up again to greet them.

      “Oh dear.” Lady Worthington held out one hand to him. “You are not the gentleman I met the night of the ball.” She looked down at Abigail. “If anyone doubted you, Abigail, we shall set them straight.”

      Abigail looked grateful. “Thank you, my Lady.”

      “I have been told an imposter used your name, Lord Montgomery. I am very sorry to hear of this travesty. We must set the matter straight as soon as we can. Have you any confirmation that the man in question is your brother William?”

      Abe shook his head. “I have no proof to offer, my Lady, other than the verbal denial my brother issued me yesterday. I do appreciate you and the young lady taking the time to meet with me today.”

      “We need to have this matter settled as quickly as possible.” Lady Worthington said, gesturing that she and Abe should sit on the bench while Abigail stood in front of them, her hands clasped together in front of her apron.

      “My Lady, I know that you and your family have no good reason to do my family a favor other than good will but I must ask you for cooperation in keeping this not only time sensitive but also as discreet as possible.”

      Lady Worthington nodded. “Our family is very generous, my Lord, and you personally have given us no grievances. How would you suggest handling this?”

      “Allow me to spell out the plan that has been arranged. If it is pleasing to you, I would like to invite you to meet me at the Lock and Chain tomorrow evening at 6:30. I will also invite my brother. At some point, I will leave his table to find you and allow you to spot him in the crowd. This way, if you bring Abigail along, or just come yourself, you will recognize him. With this confirmation, we can bring justice to the situation. I know you do not often bring your maid to a restaurant, but I feel it would be best if you both recognized the same man. This will put away any doubts that it could be anyone but William.”

      Lady Worthington looked up at Abigail. “This young lady has been working for us for some years now. She is a good woman and a hard worker. She is always respectful and we respect her in return. What has happened here is a travesty.”

      Abe nodded, he had to bite his tongue to keep from saying that it took two people to make the child growing in Abigail’s belly, but he said nothing.

      The lady must have seen the look on his face because she nodded and said, “We know that Abigail must bear her part in this, that she is by far guilty of indecent behavior, along with the man who may be your brother, but she will be paying for this for at least the next six or seven months and then after that, as she tries to survive on empty promises from men who will give her nothing.”

      “I agree, my Lady.”

      “We will meet you tomorrow evening. I will bring Abigail. I agree that it would be best to have both of our testimonies that it is your brother who committed this act.”

      “The repercussions from this will have long-lasting effect.” Abe looked at Abigail when he said it, assessing her reaction. She was the one who would be feeling it the most. She would have a child to raise, one that could easily look just like William. It would remind her of a huge mistake she had made in her life. A very bad decision that led to an illegitimate child and a lifetime of shame and humiliation. He wondered if William had promised her anything. If William said he would take care of her or divorce Liza for her. He wanted to ask, but didn’t. He would not shame her in front of her mistress. She had already done that on her own.

      He turned his eyes to Lady Worthington. “May I have a moment to speak with Abigail, alone?”

      She looked momentarily taken aback, staring at him. He could tell she was wondering if he would be anything like his brother. He waited for her to assess him and was relieved when she nodded. “All right. You may walk here in the garden and talk. Please do let me know before you leave, so I might send you off with good wishes.”

      “I will do that, Lady Worthington. Much obliged.”

      The Duchess nodded and stood up. Even in a casual gown, she looked as elegant as a queen. Duke Worthington was a lucky man. Abe watched her as she walked back toward the house. When he turned to look at Abigail, he could tell she was frightened. Her hands were clutched tightly in front of her and she stood stock still, staring at him.

      “You need not be frightened of me, Miss. I will not hurt you. I am assuming my brother did not hurt you either? Not in a physical way?”

      Abigail sat down when he gestured that she should do so. “No, my Lord. He did not hurt me.”

      “He was gentle and kind with you?”

      “Yes, my Lord.” Abigail didn’t want to look at him. This Lord Montgomery was even better looking than his brother, and he was the one who was single. It was a shame it had not really been him that night all those weeks ago.

      “I’m glad that he was not a brute. I feel I should apologize for what he’s done. I know that you feel guilty and ashamed. I understand why and it must not be said that what you did was wise or in any way the correct thing to do, but we all make mistakes in life and we must pay the consequences, do you agree?”

      “Yes, my Lord.”

      “I tell you these things because I want you to know that despite the fact that my brother is a member of elite society and you are not, he will not be treated any differently than you in this. While I want to keep what has happened quiet from others in society, I do not want you to feel we have abandoned you,. I will not abandon you. I will help you in any way I can.”

      “I appreciate that, my Lord. I really do.”

      Abe nodded. “My brother is reckless, with other people and with their hearts. I will not let you be destroyed by this.”

      “Thank you, my Lord, for thinking of me. Thank you.”
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        “Please excuse me, William.” He said, standing up. “I must find a privy.”
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        CONFIRMATION
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      Abe was happy to see the restaurant was full, even though he knew most of them and would be unhappy if Abigail made a scene in front of them all. She didn’t strike him as the type to do that, but one could never be too sure when it came to maids and other household staff. Their personal lives were their own, and the master of the house rarely got to know any of them on a deeply personal level. Typically, they knew less about their servants than the servants knew about them. Many of them were very knowledgeable, observant and intelligent. Their job status did not dictate their worth. Abe had learned this well and always chose to respect those he employed in his house. It was never a good idea to be cruel to your servants. They were fully capable of taking matters into their own hands if they were unhappy with the way they were treated or the way they were being forced to live. Being a servant did not mean they were not worthy of respect.

      Behavior dictated that.

      At that moment in time, his own brother, a lord of the manor with a family of his own, deserved less respect than the servants, in Abe’s opinion. He had no regard for his wife or the rest of his family. His pleasure would take priority over them all.

      He tried not to let his thoughts overrun his mind. It would surely show on his face and William would know something was up.

      “Please excuse me, William.” He said, standing up. “I must find a privy.”

      William just waved him away, his attention elsewhere in the room. Abe looked in the direction his brother’s attention was focused on, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. He did see several beautiful women and turned away in disgust, assuming that was where his brother’s attention was focused on.

      Abe moved quickly away from the table. He had already spotted Lady Worthington among those who had recently come into the restaurant. He was glad there had been no big fuss made of the famous lady’s entrance, as that would have alerted William immediately. He weaved through the tables and the people walking around, to get to the woman. Her son, Shawn, a young lad of ten, accompanied her; he was just a few years shy of his own son’s age. On the other side of Shawn stood Abigail, looking completely different in a regular dress, her long, red hair falling down over her chest and rippling down her back. Abe could see why William had been so interested. He had to avert his eyes so that he would not be caught staring at the beautiful girl.

      “Thank you for meeting me here, Lady Worthington,” he said, bowing at the waist. She nodded to him.

      “Where is your brother?”

      “I wish to allow Miss Abigail or yourself to find him in the restaurant if that is acceptable to you. I do not wish to taint the judgment by pointing him out.”

      She smiled at him. “I hope you do not think that we would falsely accuse him.”

      “No, my lady, not at all, but it would be more conclusive, should you decide to accept my proposal.”

      The Duchess nodded. “All right.” She turned to the maid. “Abigail, look around and see if you spot him. I will do the same. If I see him first, I will say nothing until you find him, but if you see him, you let me know immediately. All right?”

      “Yes, my Lady.”

      Abe nodded, and moved to the side to allow them to scan the entire restaurant.

      “There he is, my Lady.” Abigail put one hand on Lady Worthington’s arm and lifted her finger to discreetly point at William. “That is the man I met that night.”

      Lady Worthington focused on William and nodded. “That is also the man who introduced himself to me as Abraham Montgomery.” She looked at Abe. “It appears you were correct about your brother, Lord Montgomery. I am sorry to see that this has happened.”

      “As am I, my Lady.” Abe replied. “But I beg of you, do not allow anything to happen to my father or our accounts with Duke Worthington. We mean no harm. I know what my brother did was wrong, but I ask you to please allow me to make things right.”

      He was surprised to see the subtle anger that flickered over the gorgeous, Lady Worthington’s face. “I fail to see how things can be made right.”

      “Well, there can be no reversal to what has been done, but we will take care of Abigail.”

      “Do you have a plan in mind?”

      “May I ask? Do you know Lord Nigel Huntington, Duke of Paddington?”

      “Not personally, but I know that my husband has business dealings with him. His father passed away when he was a child, did he not? He took the title at a very young age.”

      “Yes, that is Nigel. He has always been a prodigy. He learns very quickly and is one of the most intelligent men I have ever met. I have consulted with him about this situation and he would like to help us.”

      The lady raised her eyebrows with a thoughtful look on her face. “I welcome his suggestions.”

      “Thank you, my Lady.”

      “During your consultation, did you come up with a plan?”

      “Yes, my Lady, but it seems a bit complicated and I need to consult with you about how to go about it before we can proceed.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “We need to know how much you and Duke Worthington are willing to do for Abigail, before we can make plans. She is not a slave and therefore we cannot and would not dictate her life. However, as her employer, you have a great deal of say over what happens to her. She does board with you, does she not? She has her own quarters?”

      “Yes, she has a loft in the mansion.”

      “I suspect we should strive not to disrupt her life in too many ways, so that she has a comfortable and successful pregnancy and birth.”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you discussed the situation with the Duke?”

      “I have.”

      “May I ask what he said was the right thing to do?”

      “We did not go into details. I informed him at the beginning, he spoke with you when he thought you were the man we were looking for, and I told him that we were meeting you here today to see if William is the culprit.”

      “What would you like to do, Duchess? Do you want Abigail to go abroad to have the baby, returning after the birth or are you partial to keeping her here?”

      The lady looked at Abigail. “Do you want to go abroad?”

      Abigail’s eyes widened. She shook her head.

      The Duchess turned back to Abe. “We will keep her here. We will not allow her to go out in public until after the birth. That is, once she starts showing her pregnancy.”

      “Yes, my Lady. Allow me a few days more to speak with William and with Nigel. We will come up with a way to keep Abigail safe and secure, along with her child.”
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        “Is there somewhere we can go where we could speak in private?”
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        CHAPTER TWELVE

        

        WILLIAM SNEAKS OUT

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      After Abraham told him that Abigail would be having his child, William found it impossible to get the idea out of his head. He could see the little Irish girl in his mind constantly. His dreams were filled with her laughter from that night, and she haunted his every thought.

      There was nothing he could do. It would be a disgrace for him to divorce Liza to have a life with the maid and their child. His family wouldn’t allow it. The Worthingtons might charge him with a crime and send him to the stocks. He didn’t know what would happen to him, but he knew that he would need to avoid it all by just letting go of what he’d done.

      He sat up in bed with the first morning light, deciding he had to see the girl one last time. He’d wanted to go back and visit her nearly every day since they had been together. He hadn’t gone, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t wanted to.

      He washed up and got dressed, going out the door quietly. There was no one about. He could hear the servants downstairs preparing breakfast and once outside, he saw the groundskeeper and the gamekeeper chatting while leaning on a fence post that surrounded the horse yard. He went to the stable and saddled his horse. He knew that they were watching as he rode away. He didn’t care.

      The air was crisp and clear. He thought about all the things he wanted to say to her and knew he couldn’t. He just wanted her to know that he really did care for her, but his hands were tied and there was nothing he could do. He wondered how she would react. He wondered if he would even be able to see her at all.

      He arrived at the Worthington manor almost two hours later. He hadn’t given his horse a rest, so he tied him up near a tall barrel of water and patted him on the side after his slid down.

      “Sorry about that, Bolt. Next time, you’ll get a rest, I promise.” He murmured.

      He approached the servants’ entrance cautiously. Perhaps he should have come in disguise. If anyone recognized him, they would surely wonder what he was doing at the servant’s entrance to the Worthington Manor.

      He knocked heavily on the door and was grateful when it was opened immediately, as though someone had been standing on the other side right when he knocked.

      The woman looked shocked and stood staring at him for a moment in silence, without greeting him.

      “I am looking for Abigail. Is she here?” William tried smiling at the short, round woman.

      The woman raised her eyebrows. There wasn’t a trace of a smile on her face. She took a step back and turned her head.

      “Abby! There’s a gentleman here to see you.” She called over her shoulder.

      When Abigail came around the corner into his view, a strange feeling swept over William. He denied that it was a deep and overwhelming love. Such love was not possible and not fortuitous. Nothing could come of it, however. He had already made up his mind about that.

      “Hello, Abigail.” Her reaction to him was the same as the other woman’s. She stood stock-still and stared at him through soft green eyes.

      “Hello, Lord Montgomery,” she finally said.

      “Is there somewhere we can go where we could speak in private?”

      Abigail looked at the woman who had opened the door. “Do you know of a place, Cook?”

      Cook looked from Abigail to William and back again. “Follow me,” she said somewhat reluctantly. As she moved, she picked up a lit lantern from a small table.

      The two walked side by side behind the large woman as she made her way down a narrow hallway that led from the kitchen and  down into the bowels of the house. They reached a doorway and Cook stepped to the side. That left very little room for the couple to walk past her. She tried to suck in her stomach but failed. They managed to get around her and open the door, passing through in silence. Cook handed Abigail the lantern.

      “Be safe.” She whispered.

      Cook watched them pass, and when they were both in the room, she leaned over and pulled the door closed.

      William looked around the room briefly, before settling his eyes on Abigail. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and now that he knew she was carrying his child, she appeared to be glowing to him. Her skin was radiant. Her eyes flashed in the light of the lantern.

      “What do you want, William?” She asked. He was taken aback by her abrasiveness. It made his heart sink. He wished things were different between them, he wished that he was not married and they could be together forever. He hesitated, wondering whether he should say such things to her. It didn’t seem wise to him.

      “So you know who I am then.”

      “Yes, your brother has been here several times talking to the Lord and Lady about this.”

      She sounded very hurt. He felt ashamed. He lowered his head, taking one of her hands in his and lifting it to his lips.

      “If only you were a lady of the ton, Abigail.”

      “Whether I was or not, you, my Lord, would still be married. I would never be a woman that would help a man betray his wife for simple pleasures.”

      Every word was like a crushing blow to William’s heart. He had fallen for a servant. Not just any servant but one with a fiery Irish temper and a heart of gold. He failed to see how any man could resist her. He remembered telling Abraham that Abigail had probably been with many lovers over the course of the last few months. Seeing her now, he knew this was not true. He knew that what she had done had been a reaction to the chemistry that pulled the two of them together. It was more than on a physical level. It was as though their souls connected.

      “I am sorry for what I’ve done.” He said quietly. “If I could change it, I would.”

      “I will raise my baby without you, just so you know. I will not let you see it, no matter what happens.”

      William fought back tears. There was no way he was going to cry in front of Abigail, or anyone for that matter.

      “I just wanted you to know that...I regret that things turned out this way. I don’t regret that night, Abigail. I never will. I know you won’t be able to, because you will be caring for our child, but I assure you, I won’t forget it either. It was a…wonderful time and…I only wish there was a way there could be more.”

      “I would not share, my Lord. I will not be a woman on the side.”

      “I understand.”

      Her voice was not quite as harsh but it was still firm and slightly angry.

      “I could easily have loved you, Abigail. I hope you know that.”

      “It makes no difference, my Lord. No difference at all.”
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        “Lord Montgomery here to see you, my Lady.”
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        CHAPTER THIRTEEN

        

        ABIGAIL EAVESDROPS
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      Abigail remembered watching William ride away on his horse. She’d peeked through the kitchen window, trying to stay in the shadows as much as possible, in case he turned back or someone else saw what she was doing.

      She was scrubbing a candleholder that was attached to the wall, rubbing the same spot over and over, as she replayed his leaving over and over again in her mind. She was angry with herself for having feelings for him, knowing what a scoundrel he was.

      She heard voices in the hallway. She couldn’t help moving closer to the door as they passed by the doorway.

      “When Lord Montgomery comes, bring him directly into the study, Jackson.”

      “Yes, my Lady.”

      “He will be arriving shortly. You may wait for him on the front porch so that he is immediately received.”

      “Yes, my Lady.”

      Abigail could tell that Jackson had turned around and was headed back to the front door. She wanted to be at that meeting. She wanted to hear what William had to say for himself.

      She waited until she could no longer hear footsteps before slowly opening the door and peeking out. The hallway was empty. She moved out and down to the right on soft feet. She wanted to hear what was being said and knew the perfect place to go.

      Thankfully, the library was empty. She went straight to a small bookshelf on the right. It was pushed up against the wall, and looked somewhat out of place, even though books were piled on top of it, they were dusty. Abigail found herself annoyed with that fact. It made it seem like she and the other maids were not doing their jobs. She pushed the feeling aside and reached out to place her fingers on the bottom of the second shelf. With a gentle squeeze, she pulled the shelf out just a bit. She heard a small click and leaned against the side of the bookshelf.

      It slid to the side easily, revealing a dark corridor. Abigail picked up a candle from the table nearby and lit it with a matchstick. She crept through the small opening and hurried toward the door at the end of the corridor. She had used this passageway only once before and only because she had inadvertently discovered it while cleaning. She knew it would lead to an opening into the study. She wondered if she could manage to hear what was being said without having to open the door.

      Taking a chance, she pushed open the door to the study just a crack and peeked through. She could see her mistress on the other side of the room. She was sitting on a couch that put her back to Abigail.

      Abigail’s heart pounded in her chest. She could stay right here and not be seen. She sat on the small stoop at the bottom of the door and snuffed out the candle. She was in turmoil, her heart pounding so hard she feared it might come out of her chest.

      It was only be a five-minute wait before the door to the study swung open and Jackson entered.

      “Lord Montgomery here to see you, my Lady.” He said, stepping to the side to allow Abe to enter. Abigail sucked in a sharp breath. She was grateful she was on the other side of the room. She hadn’t been expecting Abe. She shook her head and frowned, chastising herself for thinking it would be William that would come. Her hopes were completely dashed as she realized that William would be true to his word. He was not going to leave his wife for her. He was not going to help her raise the baby, sweeping her off her feet and taking her far away from here. It was only a dream that she knew would never come to fruition.

      “Thank you for coming, Lord Montgomery.” The Duchess stood up to greet Abe. He bowed and kissed the top of her hand.

      “It is my pleasure to see you again, my Lady.”

      “Do you have news about the situation at hand?”

      “I do. I have spoken with William and he will not help out in any way. He has a history of being unreliable in these types of matters, any type of matter, to be honest with you, my Lady. Allow me to express my gratitude for your patience and cooperation.”

      “You are welcome, Abe. We do not want anyone in this matter hurt more than is necessary.”

      “I agree.”

      “You are your brother’s saving grace, you know.”

      “I don’t feel that way, my Lady. I would rather this not have happened at all.”

      “It has happened, though, and now we must deal with it.”

      “Yes.”

      “So what have you to say?”

      She sat back down and lifted one hand to indicate he should sit across from her in one of the chairs facing her. He did so, resting his elbows on the armrests and lacing his fingers together in front of him.

      “I have been speaking with Nigel Huntington as I mentioned before. He has offered his assistance, as well.”

      Abigail searched through her mind for a Lord Huntington. She didn’t remember ever having heard of the man.

      “Why has he offered his assistance in a matter that does not concern him?”

      “Nigel is a man who offers help regardless of the situation. If he can do something, he will. And his part will be fairly small. He has offered to employ the child when it comes of age. We thought that perhaps we would, that is my family, the Montgomery’s, would take care of the financial part of the birth and raising of the child. She or he will not want for anything. Do you plan to keep Abigail in your employ, even after she has the child?”

      “I have discussed it with the Duke. We have agreed that we will care for Abigail while she is pregnant.”

      “Have you given thought to sending her to another location while she is pregnant, so that no rumors are started? People will speculate who the father is.”

      “We thought about it, yes. We do plan to send her abroad in a month or so, when she begins to show. After the birth, she and the baby will return, she will be in our employ and the baby will stay in the home of another couple who are willing to raise the child.”

      Abigail’s heart sank. The decisions were being made for her. She would not be able to keep the baby with her. She would not watch it grow into a vibrant young man or woman. She lowered her head to her hands and quietly sobbed. The night of passion with William Montgomery had completely changed her life.

      Her heart was shattered.
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        “Hello, brother.” William looked from him to the Duchess and back. “Lady Worthington, I must speak openly with you.”
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        CHAPTER FOURTEEN

        

        WILLIAM SAYS HIS PIECE
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      Still seated on the small stoop, Abigail continued to listen to their conversation. Abe was asking that the Duke continue his good relationship with the Montgomery family, knowing that William had very little to do with it.

      “He has never been entrusted with any sort of authority or responsibility where the business is concerned. He truly has no head for business matters.” Abe was saying.

      The door opened again and Abigail jerked her head up to peer through the crack to see who it was. Her body was covered in chills when she saw William enter the room. She lifted her hands and put them on the doorjamb and the door, pushing the door open just a little more. She pulled back in fear and was relieved to see no one had noticed. She wanted to run out there to him and throw her arms around him. She smiled and bit her lips, hoping he would come to her rescue.

      “Lord William Montgomery, madam.” Jackson announced him, the older man’s voice cracking with apparent confusion.

      Abe and the Duchess both stood up, shocked.

      “Will! What are you doing here?” Abe asked.

      “Hello, brother.” William looked from him to the Duchess and back. “Lady Worthington, I must speak openly with you.”

      “You may.” The Duchess nodded. When he didn’t start speaking immediately, she made a move to sit back down and offered another chair to William. “Please sit. I see that you have a lot on your mind.”

      “I fear that the Duke will be angry with my family.” William said. It seemed once he was sitting, he was able to open his heart to the Lady. “I have been a scoundrel in this, my lady, and I regret it.”

      In the small corridor, Abigail listened to his words, feeling wave after wave of pain flow through her. She didn’t lower her head this time but the tears flowed nonetheless. Her heart shook with agony.

      “I do wish to help take care of the child, but will do so only monetarily. I shall have nothing to do with it otherwise. I am not in a place that will allow me to take Abigail as my wife. I wish to change my behavior and will be working toward that from here on.”

      “That is good to hear.” The Duchess said, nodding.

      “It certainly is.” Abe exclaimed.

      “I do want you to know that I do care for Abigail.” William’s voice broke a little and he cleared his throat. “She is truly a woman to be admired on so many levels, regardless of her servant status.”

      “The Duke and I have always thought very highly of her, William.” Lady Worthington said. “Which is why we were so surprised to find out what she had done. It is a disgrace to us all.”

      “It is.” William agreed. “And I will do whatever I can to make up for this. To you and to the child.”

      “It is not I that needs your repentance or plea for forgiveness, William. Abigail needs those things but I feel they will fall far short of what she really needs.”

      “What would that be, my lady?” William asked curiously.

      “A time machine.”

      The three chuckled softly but quickly turned back to their serious discussion. Abigail was staring at William through the crack in the door, wishing she had the courage to step out and confront them. They were in control of her life. She respected her Ladyship and Abraham Montgomery, as neither had done her wrong, but they sat in that room as comfortable as could be, discussing what her life would be like for the rest of her days as if they knew everything there was to know. They didn’t mention that she wanted to be a strong, independent woman. They didn’t mention it because they didn’t know it. None of them knew who she really was. She was just a servant and they were trying to figure out how to deal with her night of fornication without tarnishing any of their good names.

      She admonished herself silently, torn between feelings of anger and gratefulness, Anger that she could not be in control of her own life. Gratefulness that she had employers who would not allow her come to harm. They owned no slaves, they gave their servants room and board and paid them a weekly salary. They were honorable people, doing what they thought was best.

      It didn’t quell her anger. It made her want to explode. She wanted to have some control. She wanted to determine what would and wouldn’t happen.

      But she had no control. It was out of her hands. Her life was not her own.

      She rested one hand on her belly. She could feel no life there as of yet but knew the child was in there, growing day by day.

      “No matter what, child, I will always be here for you. I will give you a good life, no matter what.”

      Could she run away? She pictured her life on the streets, getting bigger every day, begging for food, sleeping in shelters or the nunnery. She shook her head. That wasn’t a viable option. She couldn’t live on the street with her baby. That would not be a life fitting for any child, especially one so new to the world.

      The Montgomery’s had pledged their support for her child. They would be able to give it the life it deserved. She would have to sacrifice her love for both the child and the father of that child, in order to have stability for them all.

      “You will remain quiet about this incident? You will not tell anyone what has happened?” Lady Worthington was saying.

      “No, my lady. I will speak of it to no one. Discretion is the only way to make sure that Abigail is safe from a lifetime of innuendos and badgering. It will keep my marriage intact and my wife stable. She is very fragile, my lady, both mentally and physically.”

      “So I have heard.” The Duchess turned her eyes to Abe, who nodded.

      “It is true,” he said.

      “When the child is old enough, she will be employed by the Huntington Estate. Nigel has pledged that she would remain working there until she is old and needs to be taken care of herself.”

      “That is very generous of him.” William sounded confused but he knew Nigel almost as well as Abe, though the two didn’t get along as well.

      “He takes extra steps to ensure the well-being and safety of children, as you know.”

      William nodded. “As a matter of fact, yes. He does do that, doesn’t he? He would save the children of the world if he had the ability.”

      “This is Lord Nigel Huntington, correct?” Lady Worthington asked.

      “Yes, my Lady. He is well known in Fairfield. He is one of the men who traveled to Jamaica in his youth, working on missionary trips to help the poor.”

      She nodded. “I believe I know of him. He is very young for having traveled the world so much.”

      “It was his passion. Now, his passion is to provide a loving home for his family.”

      “He is a good man, by all accounts.”

      “Yes, he is.”

      “I’m sure he will take good care of Abigail’s child.”

      Abigail wished she had not extinguished the candle. She had no matches and did not want to feel her way back to the other door even though the corridor was not very long and she could see a ray of light from the other door.

      She stood up. With one last glance through the crack in the door, she gazed at William, allowing herself a few more moments of reveling in the beauty that was his face, feeling the love she had for him course through her body once more. It was almost as if she could feel her heart breaking in her chest. The pain was tremendous.

      She turned away, never to look back again.
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        He’d also told Abe on several occasions how much he regretted breaking the young maid’s heart and ruining her life.
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        ENDINGS AND BEGINNINGS
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      The time went by faster than Abe had thought it would. He had nearly forgotten about the incident when he received a post from the Worthingtons. They had not communicated with him for six months. The last thing they had told him was that they were shipping Abigail overseas to America for the remainder of her pregnancy and would let him know when the child arrived.

      His heart did a flip when he saw who the post was from.

      He took the letter to his desk and stood in front of the window, using a sharp letter opener to rip the envelope open.

      He looked out the window and watched as his brother, his son and his sister-in-law walked through the garden. William had resigned himself to his married status and was treating his wife like a queen. He had reversed his previous bad behaviors and become a sober, contributing member of the family.

      He’d also told Abe on several occasions how much he regretted breaking the young maid’s heart and ruining her life. He mentally beat himself upon a regular basis. Abe was sure it would take some time before William would be able to forgive himself. He spoke of Abigail a few times, each time with a soft voice and kindness in his tone. He spoke of desiring her forgiveness and asked Abe if he thought he should approach her when she returned from America and ask for it in person.

      Abe told him it was a bad idea. Both parties had given their hearts away that night. Neither would be the same again, but they could never be together as they desired, so it was best to let sleeping dogs lie.

      He looked down at the soft paper as he pulled it out of the envelope.

      

      
        Dear Abraham, it read,

        

        I must inform you that Abigail has given birth to a healthy baby girl, weighing 7 pounds 5 ounces. She was given the name Anne Marie. The girl has a full head of red hair that looks to be just like her mother’s. It is with regret that we must inform you that Abigail died during delivery. The child will need shelter. If you will inform Lord Huntington of these circumstances, it would be helpful.

        

        We discussed having the child come here to stay with us but have decided it would not be in her best interests. Since Lord Huntington was to give the child a home regardless, we feel it is better that this be done quickly, so the child can bond with a new mother. Please send us a return letter with instructions for transportation and where the child should be sent.

        

        When the child is safely delivered to her new home, we will have no further communication on this matter. We will send you paper work and a certificate of birth shortly.

        

        Thank you for your cooperation and generous helping during this peculiar situation.

        

        Lady Catherine Anne Worthington

        Duchess of Fairbanks

      

      

      Chills covered Abe’s body. Abigail had died. He looked up and out the window at his brother, who was laughing with Carter about something. He looked happy on the outside but Abe knew that he was still in great pain on the inside. His regret and guilt cut him deep, down to the bone.

      Should he tell William about Abigail’s death? What would that do to his brother’s state of mind?

      Abe had a feeling he knew. William was already feeling guilty about impregnating the young maid. Her death would hit him like a tidal wave. He would feel responsible, as if he had murdered the girl. Abe knew of William’s affection. He knew their love for each other had been instant and overwhelming. Such affairs rarely ended well, it seemed.

      He folded the paper, not looking down at it. William glanced up and caught him staring down at them. His face changed from one of happiness to sadness in the blink of an eye. There was no way he could know that Abigail had died. But he could tell from the look on Abe’s face that news had come.

      Abe tapped the folded paper against one hand, still staring down at his brother.

      William stared back, wondering what Abe was thinking. He raised his eyebrows and lifted his chin, silently asking the question.

      Abe nodded, continuing to tap the paper in the palm of his hand.

      William pointed to himself and then to Abe. Abe shook his head.

      “Don’t come up here, my brother.” Abe murmured, knowing William could not see him well enough to read his lips. “You don’t want to know, I promise you.”

      William looked even sadder and dropped his eyes. He took Liza by the arm and guided her gently down the path away from the house. Carter followed them, continuing to talk to Liza, jumping up and down as he walked. Abe was amazed by the life and energy his son possessed. He didn’t remember being that way when he was eleven-going-on-twelve, but he probably had been.

      Anne Marie. Abe wondered how many times the little girl would cross his mind. He had never seen her; she was an illegitimate niece whom he would probably never get to meet in his life.

      But she would cross his mind. She would forever be in his thoughts. He would have loved to see the child, just one time, to see if the Montgomery family could be seen in her features. If she had her mother’s red hair, he hoped she looked more like Abigail because the young maid had been a beautiful woman. Had she been a member of society, all of the ton would have fallen for her charms and her beauty, the same way his brother had.

      He watched William walk away. His brother’s back was stiff. His face was drawn in pain that he was unable to hide. It would remain that way for some time. Abe didn’t think it would be fruitful to burden the man with the death of the girl.

      “I’m sorry, my brother.” He murmured, his heart reaching out to William. “I’m so very sorry.”

      With a deep sigh, he turned away from the window to slide the paper back into the torn envelope, which he slid into the bottom drawer of his desk. He couldn’t bring himself to throw it in the bin.

      He hoped the letter would never again see the light of day.
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        CHAPTER ONE

        

        THE END OF A MARRIAGE

      

      

      
        Fairfield County, Fairbanks, England

        1819

      

      Lord William David Montgomery was used to things not going his way. He was the second in line to the title his father carried and his older brother was much better at handling business than he was. He had long since given up hope that he would ever amount to much more than a husband. And he wasn’t good at that role either, it seemed. He’d lost interest in his wife, Liza, after their third year of marriage. That was when he’d found out that she would not be able to bear children. Without an heir or the ability to raise children, he felt defeated, angry and resentful toward her.

      So he had strayed. He’d had many affairs with women all over Europe during the first ten years of the century while he’d traveled on business. Every day since 1815, when he’d returned to his home in Fairfield County, whether he liked it or not, he thought about his last dalliance with the maid Abigail, who had borne him a child. He’d not heard from the woman after the affair ended, other than the announcement that she’d had a girl. His brother Abe had been involved, trying to help him avoid the scandal the birth would have created, and had been kind enough to inform Will of the gender of the child. However, Abe had mentioned nothing more and had never brought it up in the four years since then.

      When William woke to the sound of commotion outside his door, he sat up in bed, ready to take up his sword and cut someone from stem to stern. There was a knock on his door and then it swung open to reveal his butler, James.

      “Lord William, there is a problem with the lady. We cannot rouse her. Please come quickly.”

      Will was out of bed in a heartbeat, grabbing a thick robe from the chair next to his bed and throwing it around his shoulders as he made for the door. “What do you mean? Have you gone in Liza’s room? Is she ill?”

      “I am unsure of the facts, my lord. Only that Mary came to me crying, saying she cannot rouse the Lady Montgomery.”

      Will’s face collapsed in worry. He hurried beside his butler down the hallway to his wife’s room, which was not far from his. The door was standing ajar. He pushed it open and went through to see two of the maids standing over the bed. Mary, his wife’s personal maid, was holding Liza’s hand, patting it and speaking softly.

      “Lady Liza. Please wake up, my lady. Please wake up.” He could hear the tears in her voice.

      He approached the bed and rested one hand on Mary’s shoulder. She looked up. Tears had made her cheeks soaking wet. She turned away from him, lifting her apron to cover her face. “My Lord, I don’t think…I don’t think she’s alive.”

      William’s heart squeezed tight in his chest. He had not been in love with Liza for many years. Nevertheless, he had always cared about her well-being and never wanted to see any harm come to her. “How can this be?” he murmured, leaning to look closely at his wife. “She is so young.”

      “Yes, m’lord.”

      William reached out and touched Liza’s cheek with the back of his fingers. She felt cold to him. She was not moving. He could see that she was not breathing. Her chest did not rise and fall as it should have. He looked at James over his shoulder. “James, send a messenger to the constable and the doctor. We must remove Liza from here as quickly as possible. Also, have the messenger go to her parents’ home and fetch them.”

      Mary began to sob uncontrollably. Helen, the other maid who was also in the room, wrapped her arms around the woman’s shoulders and held on to her. She began to lead Mary out of the room, knowing William did not want to deal with her. William gave Helen a grateful look. Helen nodded.

      “Come along, Mary. Let’s go get some hot cocoa.”

      “Oh my lady…” Mary moaned, her voice muffled against the apron she was holding against her face. “My lady, oh my lady.”

      “It’s going to be all right, Mary. It’s going to be all right. She’s with Jesus now. She’s happier where she is, I’m sure.”

      William listened to Helen’s words of comfort. Liza probably was in Heaven. She certainly had no reason to go in the other direction. She’d always been a faithful wife, a dutiful woman who doted on William even though she had to have known he was dallying behind her back with other women all over Europe. She’d never voiced a word of concern, anger, hatred or anything negative.

      He inhaled deeply. He was now alone in the room with his dead wife. He sat on the edge of the bed and looked down at her. She looked more fragile than she ever had in real life. She was always small compared to his large stature. She was slender, with long blond hair that trailed down over her chest like strands of gold, waving and swirling at their own leisure. She’d never been able to tame her wild locks, so she generally let them flow free. Her hair was so fine, she’d been unable to find combs or ties that would stay in it.

      He touched the strands of hair and blinked back unexpected tears. “I’m so sorry we didn’t get along better, Liza,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry we couldn’t be a happy couple. I wanted to make you happy, I truly did. But…I guess it was just impossible for me. I’m so sorry, sweet woman.” He ran his fingers over her long locks of hair, trying to keep his tears to himself. “If things had been different between us, we would have been so happy. If we’d been able to have a child, if we…” William stopped. His words were useless and he felt stupid even saying them. They’d not had a child. They’d not had a happy marriage. It was only in the last few years that he had become able to control his desires for other women and give his attention to Liza. He’d been a terrible husband and he knew it. Even now, years into their marriage, he did not share the same room or the same bed with her.

      He’d given her a nearly loveless life. Without children, he’d been the only one to show her the kind of love every woman needed in order to be happy and to thrive. And he’d withheld it from her more than half the time. Nearly all the time, he would venture to say.

      He was ashamed.

      It would be hours before anyone came to see to Liza. He didn’t want to leave her alone in the room, whether she was alive or not. He pulled the cord behind her bed to ring the bell downstairs so that a maid would come up. It probably wouldn’t be Mary. The woman had barely been standing when she left.

      A few minutes later, Caroline came in, her face grey with distress, almost matching the color of her hair. “Yes, my lord,” she said when she entered.

      “Stay with Lady Liza.” He stood up and held his hand out toward his wife. “I…I cannot be in here anymore and no one will be here to see to her for at least an hour or more. I…I will be in my chambers when I am needed. Please come and get me from there when the doctor and constable arrive.”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “Have James bring me my morning tea. And I don’t want any food this morning.”

      “Yes, my lord.” Caroline nodded.

      He glanced one more time at the woman on the bed. It was a tragic morning. A morning he would never forget.
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      He was resting on his chaise lounge when the men he’d sent for arrived. He had remained there for the hour and nearly forty minutes it took for them to come. During that time, he had reminisced, thinking about his courtship with Liza, how much fun they had had together. She’d been a different woman then. When she found out that she was unable to have children, it was as though she’d shut down, cut herself off from the world. She wanted only to be with him, following him around like a puppy dog, catering to his every whim. She was not the happy, fun-loving girl he’d known before. In fact, she was no fun at all, crying when he was annoyed with her, begging for his attention when he was not prepared to give it.

      Was he cursed because of his past behavior? Would he ever meet a woman now, a woman to love, who would not be caught up by disaster and destruction?

      He ran through the last few years in his mind. He’d kept the fact that he’d fathered a child with the maid, Abigail, from Liza. Neither he nor his brother ever mentioned it or talked about it, so she could not have overheard a conversation revealing the information. If she had known, it would have crushed her to her very soul. William knew that. He was glad she had never found out.

      It didn’t seem to keep her from leaving him in death. For all he knew, his daughter and Abigail were also dead.

      The door was cracked open and James put in his head. “My Lord, Doctor Barnaby is here, as well as Constable Farashay. Would you like to come and talk to them?”

      William turned his head to look at his butler. “Yes, James, I will be right there. Please let them know.”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      After James closed the door, William pushed himself up from the lounge and stretched his large arms above his head. This chapter in his life was about to come to a close. He was free now to seek adventure and find another woman to love, this time without the bonds of matrimony holding him back. He wondered about Abigail. He wondered where she was and where his little girl was.

      With a fluttering heart, he moved to the dresser. He poured some water from the pitcher into the basin and splashed it on his face, rubbing his hands together. A soft white towel sat next to the basin. He used it to dry himself.

      “It’s going to be a long day,” he murmured. He’d have to inform everyone of the tragedy and make funeral arrangements. The doctor would most likely remove Liza’s body from the estate, relieving him of that duty.

      He would give Liza a proper funeral and burial. He would make sure she was comfortable in a fine coffin. Perhaps he would have lilies carved into the side of the coffin. The lily was her favorite flower.

      As he passed through his doorway and out into the hall, his mind went back to Abigail. He could see the little Irish maid in his mind. Abigail O’Reilly. Where would she be now? Would she still be in the employ of the Worthingtons? He hadn’t seen her there since they’d had their tryst in her attic loft. He’d only been back to the estate four times and it was while accompanying his brother, Abe, who had business with the Worthingtons on a regular basis. Abe was at the mansion at least twice a month. However, he’d never mentioned Abigail to William. Not once.

      He wondered if Abigail’s daughter looked like her or like him. If he had to bet, he would say the little girl looked like her mother. He’d noticed in the past that the Irish had strong genes. They all seemed to look similar to each other, even when they were only cousins. The golden red hair was a dead give-away, and if the red was more prominent, that was nearly a guarantee.

      He passed through the open door to Liza’s room, one last tear of regret sliding slowly down his face, only to be wiped away hastily by his large hand.
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        CHAPTER TWO

        

        LUNCH WITH NIGEL AND ABE

      

      

      Will scanned the crowd, his eyes narrowed to focus on each face until he found the ones he was seeking. The restaurant was elegant, clean and quiet. Just how he liked it. He hadn’t seen Abraham in many months. They were not always happy with each other’s presence, so they spent time together only when it was needed.

      When that time came, they enjoyed being around each other. Abe’s face was not happy today, but William knew why. Liza had had very few friends and didn’t know Abe, her parents-in-law or their sister Meg well. But she’d been a member of the family nonetheless and Abe was feeling the loss. William inhaled deeply. His brother was a kind-hearted man, a widower and father to 15-year-old Carter. In some ways, William felt like Carter was more mature at 15 than he was at 35.

      He reached the table and extended his hand to Abe. “Abraham Montgomery, my brother. How are you on this fine afternoon?”

      “I’m well, brother. I’m well. It is good to see you. Please sit. Nigel and I were just talking about the tragedy, the loss of your dear Liza. How are you taking it?”

      The men sat down after William shook Nigel’s hand and bowed slightly to him. “Duke Huntington,” he greeted the man before answering his brother. “I’m doing as well as can be expected, Abe. You know me better than anyone and you know all of what I’ve done and been through as well.” He turned his eyes to Nigel for a moment, who nodded. “And you as well, Nigel. You are privy to my private information, are you not? Therefore, I am sure you know that I am very saddened by Liza’s sudden passing, but it has freed me of a burden I thought would never end.”

      Abe’s face flushed, highlighting his cheeks with a deep red color.

      Nigel looked down at his plate, where the rind of a hunk of bread he’d been eating sat invitingly. He stared at it for a moment before picking it up and putting it into his mouth. He was aware of the awkward situation his friend faced and for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out how it affected him in any way. He shook his head.

      “You need not worry about me, William,” he said and lifted his eyebrows. “I know what you are thinking and how you must be feeling. I know you very well. And if you were expressing great pangs of sorrow and tears, I would suspect you were not yourself anymore, and that we had been invaded by an imposter somehow.”

      “I loved her,” William retorted almost instinctively. He sounded defensive and he knew it.

      “You certainly did,” Abe said. “You would not have tried to change after…the incident and tried to be faithful and good to her if you didn’t love her.”

      “I must agree…I did not love her properly though. I’m afraid she probably died a very unhappy woman.”

      “I don’t know about that.” Nigel swallowed his bread. “She was always smiling when I saw her. She may have been in pain and keeping it hidden, of course. But it didn’t look that way to me. She was so proud of you, Will. She always had that look of complete adoration on her face. She loved you more than anything. So any attention you did give her, I must say, she soaked it up like a sponge.”

      “It sustained her,” Abe agreed. A server brought three fresh glasses of wine and took William’s order. When the young girl was gone from the table, Abe continued. “I agree with Nigel. She probably was very upset in her mind, maybe even daily. But the fact that you did not throw her to the wayside must have meant everything to Liza.”

      “May I ask…” Nigel sat forward. “What exactly caused her death?”

      William shook his head. “It appears she slipped away in the night. Her heart stopped beating. She stopped breathing. She died for no obvious reason.”

      “Was she suffering from any diseases?”

      “None that I knew of.”

      “Do you think she may have been hiding something from you?”

      “I…I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

      “The doctor would surely have told him if there was something medically wrong with Liza,” Abe said to Nigel, who looked thoughtful.

      “That is true.”

      William nodded. “I don’t think any doctor would have kept such information from me. What call would they have not to warn me that something was wrong with my wife since I would need to prepare myself?”

      “Do you think she ingested anything poisonous that could have contributed to this?” Nigel asked.

      William raised his eyebrows. “You have quite the imagination, friend.”

      “I don’t think it’s that far-fetched,” Abe interjected. “She was a frail creature. Not very sound of mind or body. Perhaps the poison was administered by her own hand.”

      William felt a chill run through his body. “You believe she took her own life?” he asked, his voice incredulous.

      “I’m saying it is a possibility. You must admit, it is.”

      William looked down at the table. He picked up his glass and took a swallow before answering. “Yes, damn you. You are right.”

      “I am sorry to bring up such a terrible thought.”

      William shook his head. “Do not fret. I am willing to consider it as an option, but Liza was a religious woman and believed that to harm oneself or kill oneself was a mortal sin against God. I don’t think she would risk being wrong about that.”

      Abe lifted his eyebrows. “I did not know she was religious.”

      William nodded. “She was.”

      “That changes what I’ve said then. I must doubt that if she was religious, she would have taken her own life.”

      “I believe her heart just gave out. She was weak. Her condition was getting worse during the last few months. I did notice and I did inquire with her. She simply said that her sleeping was not restful and that she was tired. I can do nothing to help if I am not asked.”

      “Did you require that she see the doctor?”

      “I did. She was given a diagnosis of fatigue. But Liza never did anything to tire herself. So she could not do less than she was already doing without being bedridden, which would have been just as bad, in my opinion.”

      “I agree.” Nigel nodded. “She needed sunshine and fresh air outside the mansion walls.”

      “Yes. And that she got. I made sure the gardens were filled with her favorite flowers and trees and that she had a place to rest on a comfortable bench near a pond. It has beautiful scenery all around it. She often took her sketchpad and would draw what she saw, the little animals and the pretty flowers and such. I’m telling you, she was content, whether she was ill or not. I knew her well. I didn’t see a hint of deception.”

      “If anyone would know, Will, it would be you.” Abe was satisfied. “And she had no enemies, so there is no chance this was done by another.”

      “She barely had any friends. I am certain she could not have angered anyone enough to cause her death.”

      “I agree.”

      “Do you have a plan?” Abe asked…..
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