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          A Personal Word From Charity

        

      

    
    
      
        
        Thank you so much for picking up my regency title, The Blind Duke. I love a story that tugs at the strings of the heart.

        Such is the story of Grant, Duke of Herefordshire, and the gentle, Alana Carrington. It is a story full of the deep cries of the human soul for wholeness and love, a cry that so often is unspoken and unheard until the right person comes across our path. And sometimes that person is the most unlikely candidate we would ever imagine!”
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          The Duke’s Misfortune

        

      

    
    
      The Most Noble Duke of Herefordshire reclined on his large, rumpled bed, wondering if Edward Hastings would be coming to give him his bath. He hadn’t bathed for five days and he felt all grimy and dirty – something he utterly detested.

      As a soldier, The Duke, known as Grant to his family, was very disciplined all round and his men had often remarked that he fought wars in the same fastidious way as he kept himself clean. His troops were known for their meticulous attention to detail, never leaving a man behind whether wounded or dead, and arranging the dead bodies of their enemies in such a way as to maintain their dignity. Grant would ever so often remark, “The fact that the man is my enemy doesn’t make him any less of a human being, so when I have subdued him, I will give him all the dignity that I pray will be given me someday when I meet one who subdues me.”

      He rubbed his eyes, wishing the blank orbs could once more focus, for he was blind. He would give everything he owned, including his title, if only his eyesight could be restored. And then again, maybe blindness was the Lord’s way of keeping his heart from breaking, because when he had returned from the continent after fighting a needless war and receiving shrapnel in his head when a bomb went off, it was to depleted estates and waste beyond what he had ever hoped to see. Edward Hastings had been his right-hand man through all his commission as a captain of the British Army, a man he had trusted completely with his life, but who now seemed to be tired of helping him.

      “Edward,” he called out when he heard movement downstairs. “Edward, my good man, I need a bath.” He waited for about an hour before resigning himself to the fact that his servant wouldn’t be coming to help him. This was the norm, and he knew the man only came to the house to try and steal whatever he could sell to continue his drunken behavior.

      Pushing himself out of bed, his legs got entangled in the sheets and he fell face-flat on the floor. Lying there for a while, he wondered whether to weep or howl. How could life be so unfair to him? Then all at once the angry thoughts fled. At least he was alive, which was more than could be said of many of the men who had served under him. At least he had no wife nor children who would suffer because of his disability.

      During the Napoleonic War, he had been in charge of a platoon of forty-two men who had become closer to him than his own brother George had ever been. They had shared good and bad times together, rejoicing in victories and mourning their losses, until the last battle he had fought in – one that shouldn’t have been fought in the first place.

      In all that time he would often promise his men that if they ever made it back to Britain alive, he would ensure that they met once a year just to keep up. Well, that would not be happening now, since there was really nothing he could do to bring his platoon back together again. In all the years that he had led his men, Grant had only lost seven of them, and as he held his dying colleagues’ hands, he had promised that their families would be well taken care of.

      Grant laughed, a rusty, dry sound that echoed in his bedroom. Picking himself up from the floor, he used his memory of his father’s chambers to navigate. Apart from being dirty, he was also thirsty and so hungry that he could eat anything placed before him. He walked down the hallway to the stairs, careful to get hold of the banister and take furtive steps, because the whole house was in a great state of disrepair and the last thing he wanted to do was to break his neck.

      He had no idea that he looked like a tramp as he made his way to the kitchen, passing the hallway mirrors his mother had installed, but making no use of them at all. In days past, the cook would keep a large barrel of clean drinking water in one corner of the vast kitchen and it was to this that he made his way. He actually wasn’t expecting it to be there, given the fact that the manor had been robbed and almost stripped bare, and was surprised to find it standing. Shaking it a little, he was glad to note that it contained something and he felt around the surface of the kitchen to see if he could grab a container to use. Finding something like an old bowl, he quickly dipped it into the barrel and rinsed it, his mouth salivating for the water. The moment the liquid entered his mouth, he spewed it out in a spray for it tasted foul, as if something had died in it.

      Crumbling down to the kitchen floor, he held himself tightly, not wanting to give in to tears, for he knew that, once he started, he wouldn’t stop. Was this how he was to die? Muskets, bullets and bombs hadn’t been able to kill him. Was he going to die of starvation and thirst in his own home?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Alana Carrington raised blue eyes to the horizon and stared at the imposing mansion that stood on the hill a short distance away. The building was two-storied and all the windows facing the meadow were boarded up with wood, save for the large two in the old Duke’s bedroom. It looked very dismal, even though Alana was sure it had been the glory of Herefordshire in days past. Aunt Edith told her that often enough.

      Edith Carrington, Alana’s paternal aunt, had worked as a maid for The Duke’s family for over thirty years, and when she retired, she was given a cottage on the estate, and it was the one in which Alana had spent the last thirteen years.

      Alana thought she saw movement at one of the first floor windows – the old Duke’s bedroom. She knew everything about the family, from what Aunt Edith told her, and the only duke she had seen in residence had been George, but by then the estate had fallen into decay and ruin, because of the young Duke’s wild ways. Aunt Edith had long since retired but from time to time would get called to the mansion to help with the numerous guests, although she was never paid a cent. The Duke would tell her and the other servants that they should be grateful for being allowed to live on the estate rent free.

      In the end, the reckless Duke had fallen down the stairs after a drunken orgy and broken his neck. Two days later he was dead, and then everything went crazy as servants grabbed everything of value they could get their hands on.

      “’tis a shame.” Aunt Edith spoke sorrowfully as she and Alana watched from a distance as carts upon carts were loaded with stuff from the mansion. When there wasn’t anything left to steal, they took out the beautiful glass windows that the Duchess had imported from India. Aunt Edith often said that if they had been able to, the vandals would have carried the mansion away stone by stone. It was only saved by the fact that George and Grant’s great-grandfather had spared no expense in building the mansion into a fort. It would take many cannon balls to dislodge even a single one of the large building stones.

      Aunt Edith and a few of the other tenants had ripped up some of the floor boards and secured the windows, always believing that their new lord would one day return and put things right. Grant had certainly returned home, but as a mere shadow of himself.

      Alana walked along the fence that separated the mansion from the tenants’ houses, watching to see if there would be any further movement from the window, but there wasn’t.

      “There you are, Alana,” Edith Carrington hailed her niece. She was a handsome woman in her late fifties. “You said you were getting some flowers for the table, as well as seeing to Daisy.” Daisy was their cow.

      “Yes, Aunt Eddie. I was looking up at the house.” She pointed at the mansion, “And I thought I saw movement in the old Duke’s room.”

      “Of course. There should be movement.” Edith smiled. “The new Duke lives out there, even though he has become a recluse.” There was a sad note in her voice. “We all thought he would return with full honors and restore his family home to what it used to be.”

      “Oh, Aunt Eddie.” Alana rubbed her aunt’s hand. It was a warm day in spring and, being early morning, the two women loved to pick flowers for their little house. “I’m sorry you have to see all this in your lifetime.”

      “One day. I feel it here….” Edith touched her heart. “One day everything will be all right. I just know it.”

      “Keep the faith, Auntie. Keep the faith.”
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          In The Rose Garden

        

      

    
    
      “The flowers in May,” Alana sang as she picked up another red rose. When she had first come to live with Aunt Edith thirteen years ago, the duchess had still been alive and this garden had been beautiful. Every spring Alana would run through the rows and rows of rose bushes. Old Munford, the gardener, who had been dead these ten years, would throw his head back and laugh, telling her that the Duchess enjoyed Alana’s appreciation of the garden.

      “Beautiful roses of May,” she hummed, carefully cutting a flower head and avoiding the big thorns. After Munford had died the garden had become unkempt and overgrown with weeds, and even the gardener employed after him hadn’t been able to restore it to its former glory. It always amazed Alana that, even though nobody tended it, the flowers had bloomed each spring like clockwork, for the last ten years.

      Alana was so bent on cutting another flower that she didn’t see the man until he was almost on top of her. She cowered lower among the rose bushes, wondering who it was. Aunt Edith had always told her to be careful when she came to the large garden for she couldn’t be sure that there weren’t some hooligans lurking there, up to mischief. The man walked with a shuffle like an old man and Alana peeped out from behind a bush, clearly seeing his face. She waited for the shout that would command her to come out, but the man passed right by her, both hands held in front of him, and when she saw the blank look in his eyes she realized who she was looking at – The Duke of Herefordshire.

      Alana wanted to cry out when she saw how ragged he looked. She came out of her hiding place and walked behind The Duke, careful not to startle him.

      Grant sensed a presence behind him and he stood still for a moment. Being blind had its advantages, for in the year that he had been without sight, he had learned how to tell if another being was around him.

      “Who’s there?” he called out in a loud voice, heart pounding. What had made him venture out into the open, away from the safety of the four walls of his home? His stomach rumbled, reminding him that he had been on his way to the small orchard beyond what used to be his mother’s flower garden, for in spring there would be fat dark berries that he and George used to enjoy when they were younger, before their birth orders separated them. “Who’s there?”

      Alana stood very still, watching as The Duke turned his head around. Her heart was pumping so hard that she feared he would hear it. She didn’t want him to know that she had been following him.

      Grant smelled roses and then twisted his lips. Of course, his mother’s roses would be in full bloom right now. He must have been imagining that there was somebody in the garden and he chuckled to himself. There wasn’t anything worth stealing anymore in the house and so he dismissed the presence as that of a small rodent in the undergrowth.

      He turned to resume his journey and hadn’t taken more than a few steps before he tripped and came crashing down. He lay stunned on the ground for a moment, wondering what to do and where he was. He regretted leaving the house, but the hunger was too much for him to bear anymore. At least if he got some berries he would be nourished for a short time.

      Alana’s heart almost stopped when she saw The Duke fall. He lay still for a long time that she thought he was dead, and with a small cry, she ran to where he was.

      “Are you all right?” she asked in a trembling voice, touching his shoulder. Grant flinched and Alana hastily removed her hand. “Your Grace, are you all right?”

      “Do I look all right to you?” Grant barked, feeling something running down his face.

      Alana bit her lips to stop from crying out. There was a large gash on Grant’s face and it was bleeding.

      “Why did you come upon me and startle me? Who are you and why are you trespassing on these grounds? Or are you hoping to find something more to steal?”

      Alana got up, regretting that she had decided to help the grumpy man. She turned away to leave, but then her conscience began bothering her. She stood for a while, looking down at the man, who was slowly trying to get himself to his knees and failing.

      With a resigned sigh she went back up to him. “Your Grace, you’re badly hurt,” she said in a quiet voice. “Let me help you up and get you back inside.”

      Grant felt bad for having snapped at the person, who he knew had just been trying to help him. When she had gone silent he feared that she had left him and he wouldn’t have blamed her if she had.

      “Come, Your Grace.”

      He felt strong hands raising him up to his feet.

      “It’s all right, you can lean on me, Your Grace.”

      “Thank you,” he said, glad to have someone to take him back to the house. Since coming home, he hadn’t gone out to the garden and had forgotten how difficult it was to get to the orchard. “I am sorry for snapping at you.”

      “That’s quite all right. Is the front door open?”

      “No, Edward barred it from the inside. We can use the kitchen door.”

      Alana heard The Duke’s stomach rumbling. “Have you eaten anything?”

      “I was on my way to the orchard to find some fruits to eat. Peaches and berries must be in season now.”

      “That’s true, but there aren’t any fruits in the orchard. The village children usually come very early and pluck them.” Alana led him to a chair in the kitchen and she looked around, quite dismayed at the way it looked. Aunt Edith had told Alana how the kitchen had often sparkled because the cook couldn’t stand it if anything was out of place.

      “I will be all right now, thank you.” Grant sat down tiredly. He just had to face the fact that he was going to starve to death.

      “You mentioned someone named Edward. Is he around somewhere?”

      Grant shook his head. “I haven’t seen Edward for a few days. He is, or should I say was, my servant when I was in the army.” He bowed his head.

      “What have you been eating?” Alana walked around the room, opening drawers which, of course, were empty. The pantry was also empty. In short, there was nothing at all, not even a morsel of dry bread. “When did Edward leave you?”

      “About five days now.”

      Alana gave a cry of alarm. “Your Grace! Please don’t think that I’m abandoning you. I have to run back home and bring you something to eat.”

      “Thank you. May I please know your name?”

      “Alana. Alana Carrington.”

      “Thank you, Alana. The Duke of Herefordshire thanks you.” There was a mocking tone in his voice that Alana chose to ignore.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Aunt Eddie, Aunt Eddie, where are you?”

      “Child, what is all the noise about?” Edith rushed out of their bedroom to the small living room. “What has you in such a flurry?”

      “Aunt Eddie, I found him. I saw him. He’s badly hurt. Nobody has been taking care of him, Aunt Eddie. He looks so desperate....” Alana ran out of breath.

      “Breathe child, breathe.” Edith got a glass of water and handed it her niece. Alana took a long drink, for she had run all the way from the mansion. Edith took the glass back. “Now you can talk and tell me everything that’s happened. Start with who you saw.”

      “His Grace, The Duke.”

      “Grant? Where?”

      “He fell in the garden. I had gone to get flowers as usual when he passed me on his way to the orchard.” Alana’s eyes filled with tears. “Oh, Aunt Eddie, he looks like a scarecrow – so thin, and his clothes are all tattered. He hasn’t eaten for so many days, it’s a wonder that he’s still alive.”

      “When he returned, wasn’t there a man who came with him?”

      “Edward. His Grace told me that the man hadn’t been to the house for several days. He’s badly hurt and I came to get some supplies to treat the gash on his head. And also some food.”

      The two women hurriedly prepared a supply kit. Alana tucked the basket under her arm and ran to the mansion, hoping The Duke hadn’t already fainted from hunger. Aunt Eddie had thoughtfully given her a large bottle of water.

      She burst into the kitchen and was at first alarmed when she didn’t see Grant where she had left him. “Gr – Your Grace, where are you?” She started towards the inner door, then saw him lying on the floor. “Oh, dear Lord, please let him be all right.” The Duke’s face was as white as a sheet.

      After Alana left, Grant had started feeling dizzy. He got off the chair and lay on the ground, hoping that she would return but not really expecting that she would.

      “Your Grace.”

      He felt soft hands touching his brow and he groaned, struggling to open his eyes.

      Alana raised his head gently and held him on her lap, then poured some of the water into a clean tumbler that she had brought along. “Please take small sips,” she urged gently, pressing the tumbler to his lips. “Slowly now.” She kept pulling the tumbler away from his lips in between cleaning and bandaging his wound.

      Never had water tasted so good, and it was two hours and three glasses later that Alana felt Grant had had enough. He even looked better. The color had returned to his face. “Are you able to sit up on your own now?”

      “Yes,” he whispered, feeling alive once again.

      “Would you like to take some milk now? I brought you bread and cheese as well.”
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          Cleansing

        

      

    
    
      Grant took a big bite of the fresh bread and closed his eyes. He chewed slowly because his teeth hurt, having not eaten anything for a long time. The milk felt cool as it went down his throat. He was aware that Alana was looking at him and in the late afternoon sun he imagined the pity that would be in her eyes. At the moment he didn’t care because his body was getting the nourishment it had craved for so long.

      “Slowly now,” Alana murmured, trying to take the mug of milk. Grant clutched it more tightly and, rather than struggle and spill the milk, Alana released the mug. “You shouldn’t drink too much too soon. Your stomach may not be able to keep much down.”

      Grant nodded, reluctantly putting the mug on the counter. “I’m sorry.” He shook his head. “It’s just been so long since I had anything to eat or drink that I forget myself.” He turned his sightless eyes towards Alana, smiling sheepishly, and she thought that even with his ragged look, he was still a very handsome man.

      “I have lost everything,” he said sadly. “Whatever my brother didn’t gamble away, the servants stole, and I don’t blame them in the least. We had faithful servants and I understand that by the time of George’s death they had gone many months without pay for their services.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “What’s more, Edward told me that there are still a few tenants left on the land. He suggested that I demand rent but it’s a shame to even think of that. As Duke and landowner, I should be making life easier for my tenants, not demanding that they pay rent. During my father’s days, all the tenants were well looked after; there was enough for everyone to eat. No-one went hungry and there were no thefts at all. Desperate people who need to put food on the table for their children will do anything.” Grant shook his head. “I don’t blame any of the servants for taking stuff to sell so they can feed their families.”

      “Hunger and thirst can be very unpleasant and lead people to do terrible things,” Alana agreed. She stood up, “It’s getting late and I need to get going or Aunt Eddie will be worried and come here. Her rheumatism is bad and I don’t like her to walk in the dark.”

      “Alana.” Grant reached out a hand and she took it. It was thin and trembled a little. “I don’t know how to thank you for this kindness. I’ll never forget what you’ve done for me.”

      “If you like, I could come back tomorrow again, just to make sure you are all right.”

      “I would like that.”

      “But first, I need to see you to bed and then lock up for you. Do you think your man will be back any time soon?”

      “I highly doubt it. There’s nothing more that he can steal so I suppose he’s done with me and this house.”

      Alana nodded, “Do you think there are any candles around here?”

      Grant shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. Can’t see a thing.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Your Grace.”

      “Please call me Grant. I know my condition takes some getting used to. It also took me a while to realize that it wasn’t night all the time; it was that I couldn’t see.”

      “In any case, when I come back tomorrow I’ll be sure to bring some candles with me.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Grant was up early, having slept as well as his odorous body and dirty sheets would allow him. He was looking forward to Alana’s visit once again and he hurried to get out of bed and, as usual, tangled himself up in the sheets and fell down with a heavy thud.

      Alana had just come into the kitchen when she heard something fall. She placed the basket of fresh food on the counter and practically ran upstairs. “Your Grace, are you all right?” She stepped into the room and nearly gagged. The stench was sickening and she fought back the bile. Taking a deep breath, she moved towards the bed, where Grant was trying unsuccessfully to extract himself from the sheets.

      “What happened?”

      “I tried to get out of bed and missed a step.”

      “I’m sorry.” She reached him and wrinkled her nose, glad that he couldn’t see her. “Let me help you downstairs.”

      Grant was very uncomfortable because he knew that he didn’t smell very pleasant, and neither did his chambers. When they got to the kitchen, Alana led him to the seat and he sighed. “Alana.”

      “Yes, Your Grace?”

      “I asked you to call me Grant.”

      “Yes...Grant.”

      That’s much better. I know it’s too much to ask you, but could you heat some water for me to take a bath? There’s an old well outside and when we first got here Edward used to fetch water from there, so I know the water is good.”

      “That’s all right. At least there’s some firewood left. Meanwhile, let me pour you some milk.”

      As Grant took a long-overdue bath in the large tub that Alana dragged from outside, she went upstairs to see what she could do about the stench. It pained her heart to see Grant’s room so neglected when it was clear that he was a man who took pride in his appearance. The fact that he had been willing to swallow his pride and ask her to prepare water for his bath spoke volumes to her. She carried the overflowing chamber-pot outside, praying that she wouldn’t faint from the stench.

      Grant felt so much relief when he was done with his first wash. He was sure the water was filthy and, just as he was wondering what to do, he heard footfalls. “Are you all done with the first wash? You could wrap the robe around you and get out, then I can change the water for you.” She handed him a clean robe she had found in his room.

      Alana was careful to avert her eyes, but even through the thick terry robe she could see how thin Grant was. When he was all washed up and done, she cleaned up the kitchen and took a chair out to the back lawn. “You need to bask and get some sun. You are too pale. I think it’s because you’ve been cooped up indoors for too long.”

      “To tell you the truth, Alana, I feel like a new man, thanks to you.”

      “I will get you some more milk and water. It’s right here beside you. I need to clean up a little bit; then I’ll be back to make us some lunch.”

      Grant dozed off in the chair and the next thing he knew, Alana was shaking him. “Grant – Your Grace – lunch is ready.”

      Alana wouldn’t admit that the work she’d done in Grant’s bedroom was back-breaking, but it had felt good to take all the dirty linens out, including the drapes, and wash them. Aunt Edith had insisted on her carrying some washing soap and she was glad, for there wasn’t any in the large house. She was glad Grant had dozed all the time she was cleaning up, for it enabled her to do her work much faster. It was a good thing the spring sun dried up everything in good time, so that, by the time Alana left for home that evening, Grant’s room smelled of clean sheets and fresh roses. When The Duke went to bed that night, he slept like a baby for the first time in a long time.
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      “Alana, you are spending too much time alone with His Grace. Do you think that’s a wise thing to do?” Edith was concerned because it seemed as though she never saw her niece, ever since she had started going up to the mansion to help Grant. “I don’t want people speaking ill of you.”

      Alana chuckled. “Dear Aunt Eddie, it’s not as if I have a queue of suitors beating the path to our door. Who cares about a twenty-eight-year-old who’s already an old maid? If I were younger, I’d be concerned but, as it is…” she twisted her lips - “there will never be any chances for me to make a match, so working as His Grace’s housekeeper is as good a job as I’ll ever get.”

      “You know that he can’t pay you anything.”

      “But he will one day, Auntie. His pension has all been going to pay for a certain debt he owed, but once he has done with that, he will start paying me. Meanwhile, I help because he is our landlord and the most we can do is ensure he is living well. After all, we aren’t paying him any rent.”

      “You like arguing too much, child. No wonder you couldn’t make any of those nice young men fall in love with you.”

      “Oh, my dear aunt. You are always such a romantic. It’s a pity that your fiancé died overseas, or else you would be holding grandchildren on your knees.”

      “I still have hope for you, Alana,” Edith retorted, “which is why I want you to be careful about spending too much time with His Grace. Nothing good can ever come of it.”

      “Aunt Eddie, the man is blind and no threat to me whatsoever. If anything, I feel like a fraud because I get to walk around that vast mansion, feeling as though I own the place. But I am always careful to do that when His Grace is asleep.”

      “Just as long as you know what you are doing.”

      “Have no fear, Aunt Eddie. It isn’t as though His Grace will one day rise up and ravish me.” As if the thought was too much for her, Alana burst into loud laughter and Edith was forced to join in. “Honestly, Auntie, don’t fret needlessly. I am just helping His Grace because his man abandoned him. I heard from Mrs Wilson down at the grocery that the man left for London, swearing never to return to this forsaken place. According to Mrs Wilson, he sold everything of value that he had to raise his coach fare and a few people were glad to see him go. So you see, Auntie, if I abandon His Grace, then he will die of starvation and thirst, like he nearly was when I first went to the mansion. Would you want that on your conscience?”

      Edith sighed. “When my brother died and left you in my care, he didn’t tell me he was leaving me with a very stubborn and chatty girl. You have an answer for everything.”

      “No, not really.” Alana knew she had won this round of the war they had been having since she started spending time with Grant.

      Grant listened for Alana’s footsteps and when he heard her singing, he smiled to himself. He couldn’t believe that a month had passed since she started coming to clean the mansion and keep him company. She had even planted some vegetables and watered them daily, promising that he would soon eat fresh vegetables from his own garden. He felt much happier and was beginning to put on a little weight.

      In the past, Grant hadn’t cared where his food had come from, as long as it was on a plate before him. Now he considered every morsel he ate, thanking the Lord for saving him from starvation and dehydration. He wished he could do something for Alana, then something struck him.

      “Alana?”

      “Yes, Grant?”

      “Have you been to my mama’s rooms?”

      “Just to clean up.”

      “What did you find in there?”

      “Apart from some frocks in a trunk and shoes, too, there wasn’t anything else.”

      “What is the condition of those dresses?”

      “They seem to be in good condition, considering your mother has been dead for over five years. I wonder why they weren’t stolen by the servants.”

      “I wonder too. Perhaps they decided to leave them out of respect for my mother. She treated her servants well. I’m sure they felt that taking her clothes would be desecrating her memory. Thank the Lord for small mercies.”

      “Did you need anything from the Duchess’s bedroom?”

      “Not really. I just wondered what you felt about taking those dresses and adjusting them to suit your frame.”

      Alana was stunned. She had peeped into the Duchess’s trunk and seen the many layers of beautiful dresses, touching them and wishing she could have even one. She wasn’t a vain girl but the Duchess had been a woman of very fine tastes. Now The Duke was telling her to take the dresses. She just couldn’t believe it.

      “Do you mean that I should take a few of them?”

      “I mean that you should take all of them. Those you cannot wear, you could sell and pay yourself the wages that I owe you.”

      “Thank you, Your Grace.” Alana curtsied, then remembered that Grant couldn’t see her. “When I get time I will take you up there so we can both go through the dresses, just in case there are any that you would wish to leave for the next duchess.”

      Grant chuckled. “Alana, look at me. I’m blind and destitute, and this estate is in ruins. Which young woman do you think would want to get married to someone as unfortunate and cursed as I am?”

      “Your Grace, you aren’t cursed. It is just misfortune, but you have your life and health.”

      “My whole family is cursed. When George and I were growing up, we were very close, and he would always tell me that when he became the duke, I would be a viscount. Then he turned eighteen and my father decided to begin seriously grooming him for his future position. Of course, in the past he was also taught what was required of him as the head of this family when the time came, but when he turned eighteen things got really serious.”

      “How so?”

      “We had separate tutors, and where I was taught the basics, he was taught about politics and other world affairs. I also had to begin calling him ‘Your Grace’, or ‘My Lord’. I don’t know if the potential power went to George’s head, but a lot of things changed. Gone was the friendship and closeness we shared. When it became too much for me, I begged Mother to pay for my commission into the army because Father refused. He wanted me to stay close and be George’s right hand. I was willing to do anything for my brother, but we got to the point where we couldn’t speak a single sentence to each other without fighting.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that.”

      “Well, I went to fight in France but got called back when Father died. I could already see the signs of neglect, and when I called my brother out on it, we had a terrible fight. Mother was sick and George had neglected her, choosing instead to party and waste money.”

      Alana was quiet, listening to The Duke as he spoke about his past. There was pain and anger in his voice. “George wouldn’t bring the doctor to treat mother and she just kept getting worse each day. I couldn’t bear to see her suffering and so I got into a big debt to take care of her medical needs. That’s the debt I’m still paying off. The person who loaned me the money did so on the understanding that when the crops were brought in for that year, George would pay him back. Well, it never happened. Mother died and George went crazy. The next thing I knew, I was being sent for because my brother had fallen down the stairs and broken his neck.”

      “Where were you at the time?”

      “Fighting the Americans in New Orleans. It was an unnecessary battle because, two weeks earlier, both the British and Americans had signed a treaty of peace to end the war. The Treaty of Ghent.” Grant said it with so much bitterness that Alana was slightly taken aback. “We were retreating when a ball was hurled at my platoon. I lost fifteen men and my eye sight. A good number were badly injured and lost their limbs. All for nothing,” Grant shook his head. “All through the wars I fought in Europe and then America, I had only lost seven men. Perhaps that was to humble me for being so proud that my platoon was the best led.”

      “Don’t think like that.”

      “I can’t help thinking that everything is all my fault.” Grant twisted his lips and Alana felt his pain. “After practically defeating Napoleon, my platoon was sent home to debrief and rest, but I was very angry at my brother and didn’t want to come home. So I signed up to go and fight in America, and my men were very loyal and followed me. But for what?”

      “Grant.” Alana touched his arm gently.

      Grant placed his hand over it, liking how her soft touch felt.

      “You can’t continue to beat yourself up because of events that were beyond your control. Nobody likes war.”

      “Except those who start wars for their own gain and benefit, never thinking how terrible the outcome usually is. Now I have over thirty families who lost loved ones in a war that they shouldn’t even have had to fight. If only communications had reached us in good time.”

      Alana didn’t know what to say to that, so she just squeezed Grant’s arm.

      He laughed briefly. “Alana, I’m sorry for sounding so gloomy and all. It feels like a beautiful day. Why don’t we take a walk to my mother’s garden?”

      “All right.” She led him out towards the garden.

      “May I ask you a question? If you don’t want to, don’t answer.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Why hasn’t a wonderful woman like you been snapped up by some man?”

      “How do you know that I haven’t been snapped up by some man, as you put it?” Alana felt her face reddening and was glad that Grant couldn’t see her embarrassment.

      “Would you be here with me if there were a man in your life? Would he have allowed you to be here alone with me?”

      “I suppose not, but perhaps I am a widow, or something like that.”

      “If you say so, but my guess is that you haven’t been married at all. Why not? Your voice is beautiful, you have smooth and soothing hands, you are very kind and have taken pity on this poor cripple.”

      “You are not a cripple.” Alana turned on him. “Indisposed for a while, yes, but you are no cripple. Besides, you’re strong and simply lacked good care. Otherwise, there’s practically nothing wrong with you.”

      “Mmh!” Grant didn’t know why Alana’s words made him feel so warm inside. It was as though she saw beyond his blindness. “Or maybe you didn’t have anyone to bring you out. You mentioned an aunt. What happened to your parents, Alana?”

      Alana took a deep breath. “My father was a younger brother and so had no inheritance. Like you, he joined the army but was killed on his first assignment, leaving Mama with a small baby.”

      “You, I presume?”

      “Yes. Mama tried her best but when I turned fifteen she fell ill and died. Then I came to live with Aunt Edith here on the estate. She had just retired from working as a maid for your mother and your father gave her the cottage we stayed in. He promised that for as long as she lived, that would be her home.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Well, Aunt Eddie had no money to bring me out, so….” She shrugged. “The only offers I ever got were from a few men around here, but without a dowry or prospects – well, even the poor men will not take such a wife.” She didn’t add that none of them had made her pulse race, or her heart beat faster, for she had decided that she would only marry a man who loved her and with whom she fell in love.
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      “I thought of something that we could do today,” Grant announced to Alana a few days later when she brought him his breakfast. “I told you to take Mother’s clothes for yourself. You can sell them if you want.”

      “There’s no hurry, really.”

      Grant shook his head. “For almost seven weeks, you’ve taken care of me, fed me and seen to my every need. I know the estate is in a terrible condition and even getting food for you and your aunt must be tough. That’s why I wanted you to sell some of those dresses and have some money. I’m sure they’ll fetch a tidy sum that you can live on until my pension is cleared.”

      “Really, we’re happy to share what we have. Aunt Eddie has a cow that produces milk, we also make butter and cheese, which we sell. Compared to other families, we are so much better off.”

      “It would still make me happy if you took those dresses. So, I insist that when breakfast is over, you and I head up to my mother’s room and look into the trunk. There could be more precious things than we expect.”

      “Do you think the servants wouldn’t have found them by now?” Alana shook her head. “I’ll go because I don’t want to upset you, Your Grace. But I doubt that there could be anything else apart from the dresses and shoes in the trunk.”

      Alana helped The Duke up the stairs to his mother’s rooms. He sat on the mattress that had been stripped bare of any linen. “We had some very interesting servants. They took the linens but not Mother’s dresses, which would have fetched much more.”

      “We’ll never know why,” Alana murmured, looking around at the room that she had just dusted a few days ago. “Shall I drag the trunk up to where you sit?”

      “If I remember rightly, that thing was large and very heavy. The first and only time it was carried was when it was being brought to this bedroom. Four footmen had to carry it. Just open it and bring the clothes over to the bed. Be careful of spiders and rodents, though.”

      Alana was amazed at the beautiful frocks that were neatly placed in the trunk. The Duchess’s handmaid must have been a meticulous person. “Whoever arranged these for your mother was very good at her work.”

      “That would have been Rhoda. I understand that she was so devastated when Mother died, that she didn’t live long after. It was a great shock to her because she had been with my mother for over thirty years and Mother treated her more like a sister than a maid.”

      “These are all so beautiful, I still can’t believe that no-one took them.”

      “Edward once told me that there’s a tale someone started. Apparently, someone tried to rob the trunk but it’s said that when they raised the lid, they felt a sudden coldness, and when the person turned around, they saw Rhoda’s ghost standing in the doorway. Perhaps, as I said before, it was out of respect that someone started that rumour to keep people away from Mother’s things.”

      “What about when you got back? Was your father’s room also disturbed?”

      “George had been living in the room since my father died and it was only vacant for six months after his death, before I came back. One or two things were gone but almost everything was still in its place.” He chuckled. “Whatever the others didn’t take, Edward generously helped himself to.”

      “There must be tens of dresses and hats in this enormous trunk. Two full grown people could actually sit in it comfortably.”

      “Mother was a very classy lady. I regret not hanging around to stop George from wasting all his inheritance. Perhaps she would still be alive.”

      “Grant, you don’t know that.”

      “Well, what’s done is done. Have you reached the bottom yet?”

      “No. Still a few more layers to go.”

      “Do you like the dresses?”

      “Like them? They are so stunning that I don’t even know what to say. What if I’m arrested for having such fine clothes? Someone will definitely remember the Duchess’s lovely dresses. I understand people came to her balls and parties just to copy her designs.”

      “My father loved her so much that he let her have anything she wanted. They were so much in love and I used to pray that they would live for many years together.” He sighed. “And her jewels….” He shook his head. “She had jewels that women all over Britain would have died for. Father got her jewels from all over the world. My stupid brother probably sold them all to fund his wild balls and parties.”

      “Do you have evidence of that? Maybe your mother put the jewels somewhere else. Your brother might not have had access to them.”

      “Now you sound just like our old solicitor. He agreed with me on everything else I accused my brother of, but when it came to the jewels, Mr Smithson was adamant that George hadn’t taken them. His argument was that if George had laid his hands on the jewels he would most definitely have sold them, and selling such jewels would have raised alarms all over. They were that rare.”

      Alana leaned into the trunk and her hand touched something hard. She pulled out a diary. “I think this is your mother’s diary. Why did she hide it so far at the bottom?”

      “Mother used to write poetry and we would steal her poems and send them to ladies.” He smiled in amusement. “One day she caught George and I trying to copy one of her poems. We never saw the book again.”

      “Well, here it is.” Alana flipped the pages and something flew out, landing behind the trunk. She exclaimed loudly.

      “What’s wrong, Alana?”

      “Something fell out of your mother’s diary and behind the trunk. Let me try to move the trunk and see if I can get to it.”

      Now that the trunk was almost empty, it wasn’t too difficult to move.

      “Do you need a hand?” asked The Duke.

      “I could use one.” Alana came towards the bed and led The Duke towards his mother’s trunk. “If you take one side and I take the other, we can pull this trunk away from the wall and then I will be able to reach whatever it is that fell behind.”

      “Just tell me which side you want me to move, whether left or right.”

      “Your left, my right,” she said. After a few huffs and puffs, they managed to move the trunk almost six inches away from the wall.

      “Seen anything?”

      “No, we have to move it a little more.”

      “Right. Away we go.”

      They moved it a foot away and Alana saw what had fallen. It was just a piece of paper. She reached and picked up.

      “Found it?”

      “Yes.” Grant heard the disappointment in Alana’s voice. “It’s just a blank piece of paper.”

      “Ah, well,” Grant made as if to return the trunk. “We tried. Shall we move the trunk back?”

      “Yes,” Alana said. “Just let me sweep behind and get rid of some of the dust.” As she stepped onto one of the panels it snapped and she jumped back. “What?” She bent down closer and touched the splintered panel, then felt around it. The panels beside it were loose and she raised them up, taking a total of three out. Then she gasped.

      “Alana?”

      “Oh my!” She was so astonished at what she was seeing. “Oh my! Grant!”

      “What’s wrong?”

      Alana’s response was to dip her hands into the stash of jewels and carry them to Grant. “These are what’s wrong.”

      Grant thought he was dreaming. “What are these?” Dare he believe?

      “Your mother’s jewels. She hid them in a hole under the panels right beneath the trunk.”

      “No wonder no-one ever found them.” Grant rubbed the jewels, letting them trail through his fingers. “Rhoda never let anyone move that trunk, not even to clean. She and Mother must have hidden the jewels together.”

      “There is a huge stash in that hole.”

      “This is even beyond what I could ever have prayed for,” Grant murmured. “Oh Mother, you did it for me.”

      “Did what for you, Your Grace?”

      “When I returned home for the last time and went to see Mother, I spent some time with her while she was awake. She was barely speaking but, if I remember, she said something like one day the true duke would come and restore the estate, and that she would make sure of that.” He smiled sadly. “At the time I thought she was just rambling, but maybe this is what she meant. She must have told Rhoda to hide the jewels from my brother.”

      “What are you going to do with all these jewels?”

      “Mother loved this house and the estate and all her life she lived to make the lives of all the tenants easy. She and Father doted so much on George, believing that he would carry on their work. When my father died and George became wild in his ways, Mother must have decided to keep something away from him – something he couldn’t get hold and waste. So she hid the jewels.”

      “Your brother....” Alana’s voice trailed away.

      “What about my brother?”

      “Have you ever considered the fact that your brother was so overwhelmed at becoming duke that he couldn’t cope, especially after your father died?”

      Grant frowned slightly. “I’ve never thought of it that way.”

      “People process grief and stress in different ways. Then, right after your father died, your mother fell ill, isn’t that so?”

      “Yes, Mother was never the same after my father died.”

      “Extend some grace to your brother. You went to war, he stayed home to take care of things, but maybe he missed you. You said the two of you were very close growing up.”

      “Until I was about fifteen and George was eighteen. His training began in earnest and he changed.”

      “He may have needed you then because of what he was coping with. Your father was a big man, powerful and strong. Aunt Edith told me that he got the duke’s title for his exemplary service to the crown. Such shoes may have felt too big for George, and he sort of snapped.”

      “I never thought of that.” Grant shook his head. “I always blamed George for running down the estate. It never occurred to me that he was grieving in his own way and it was too much for him to handle.” Tears rolled down Grant’s face. “I was so angry at my brother for so long,” he finished hoarsely.

      Alana’s heart went out to him and she found herself holding his head against her side.

      Grant put his arms around Alana and wept like a child, grieving for the wasted years when he could have been the stronger one and stayed home to help his brother, instead of running away to the colonies. Yes, his blindness was his penance for having abandoned his family.
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      “What do you want to do now?” Alana asked Grant after getting all the jewels out of their hiding place. “I feel so unsafe with all these jewels in the mansion, and leaving you here alone. What if your man comes back and finds them? There’s no telling what he might do.”

      Grant was calmer now and he felt free, as if a heavy load had been taken off his shoulders. “It is still early in the afternoon. Let’s put them all in a bag. Can you find one anywhere?”

      Alana poked around the trunk, the lovely clothes all but forgotten. She would get to them later. She found a large beaded bag and brought it to the bed. “There’s one that can fit all of them.”

      “Good girl.” He smiled at her, wishing he could see her face. Well, he would do so soon enough. “Put them all in, and then you and I will go and see Mr Smithson. He’s the only one I trust, and my parents trusted him too.”

      “How will we get there, seeing as you can’t walk very far?”

      “We can walk to his rooms in the village, which isn’t too far away from the estate. We might be lucky – a farmer might come by in his cart. Just be sure to keep the bag well hidden on your person. We don’t want to attract the wrong kind of people.”

      “Of course.”

      Horatio Smithson was standing outside his rooms in the village when he saw a farmer’s cart pulling up. He couldn’t believe it when he saw The Duke stepping out, assisted by a young woman. They both looked tired and dusty and he hurried to meet them and bring them back inside.

      “Your Grace.” He took Grant’s hand and Alana released him. “What brings you to my rooms? You should have sent someone to fetch me.”

      “Mr Smithson, it is good to be out of the house, and we needed to see you on a very urgent matter. This is Miss Alana Carrington, who has been so kind as to bring me here. If you don’t mind, would you give Farmer Willy some brass for conveying us here?”

      “Of course, of course! I’ll settle it later; meanwhile, do come in.” Mr Smithson wasn’t really a snob but since he didn’t know who Alana was, he didn’t want her to listen to his conversation with The Duke. He was sure The Duke was coming to borrow some money from him and he didn’t want him to be humiliated before a commoner. “Miss Carrington, would you be so kind as to take a seat out here?  When His Grace and I have finished, we will return.”

      “No, Mr Smithson,” Grant said, holding out a hand to Alana. She took it and he pulled her beside him. “Miss Carrington has every right to sit in on our meeting.”

      Horatio felt as though his heart would stop. Had The Duke been indiscreet, put the young woman in the family way and needed a way out? The girl didn’t look like someone who was in any kind of trouble, but then with these common folk one could never tell. They bore their troubles with straight faces, unlike the gentry, who broadcast it for all to see.

      “That is quite all right, Your Grace,” he said. “This way, please.”

      Alana and Grant followed Horatio into his inner office and he was careful to close the door behind him.

      “Are we alone?” Grant was looking at Horatio but the question was directed at Alana.

      “Yes, Your Grace,” she answered.

      “Do sit down,” Horatio invited and they sat side by side on the couch in his office. He took his place behind the large oak desk. “Tell me, Your Grace, what is it that I can do for you?”

      Grant turned to Alana, “Show him.”

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      As Horatio stared, Alana reached under her thick shawl and extracted the bag, which she had held close to her person, protecting it. She stood up and walked to the table and spilled all its contents before the astonished solicitor. Horatio’s mouth fell open and Alana wanted to giggle, for he looked like a fish that had been pulled out of the water.

      “Her Grace’s jewels!” he said at last. “Where did these come from?”

      Grant told him.

      Horatio looked at Alana suspiciously as if she might have hidden a few somewhere, seeing as The Duke was blind. “I need to do an inventory of all of them. Each time your father bought a new piece for your mother, he would bring it to me and I know that I kept the list somewhere.” He stood up and walked to a cabinet, from which he extracted a file. “Here it is. I will verify that all the pieces on my list are here.”

      “Thank you, Mr Smithson.”

      Not a single piece was missing. Horatio turned to look at Alana with new-found respect in his eyes. He couldn’t believe how honest the young woman was. Someone else might have been tempted to steal a few of the smaller pieces, but they were all there, right up to the smallest diamond earrings, which were part of a larger set including a necklace and bracelet.

      “Everything is here, Your Grace. What do you want me to do with these?”

      “My father always said you were the shrewdest businessman he ever knew and he trusted you completely. I would like you to sell almost all of them so that I can restore the estate. There are one or two pieces that I would like to keep – my mother’s wedding ring and the engagement ring my father gave her. Are you able to sell the rest? I can then get the medical attention I require.”

      “Yes, Your Grace. Will you entrust me with all these pieces, Sir?”

      “Mr Smithson, if I can’t trust you, then I can trust no-one else, apart from Alana, of course. So, yes, I will leave all the pieces with you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      When Horatio came to the mansion two days later, his eyes were dancing with excitement. Alana and Grant were out in the garden and he was impatient to give them the good news. “Your Grace, you won’t believe what has happened.”

      “Please tell me.”

      “The moment you left my office, I sent a message to the His Grace William Duke of Essex. He is one of the few men left in the kingdom that I trust. Well, he came over and almost had an apoplectic fit when he saw the jewels. Apparently, everyone in England has been wondering what happened to the Duchess’s jewels, since no-one ever heard of or saw them again. He immediately offered to buy them for his lovely wife, and this is the check he gave me for them.” Horatio’s hand was trembling as he handed it to Grant, then remembered that The Duke was blind and gave it to Alana instead.

      Alana had never seen so many figures on a check and was a bit confused. “My Lord, the check says—” and she named a figure that made Grant gasp.

      “That much?”

      “Yes, My Lord,” Horatio and Alana said in unison, then looked at each other.

      Grant reached out suddenly, as if unsteady on his feet, and Alana helped him to sit on a stone slab in the garden.

      “Horatio, I don’t know what to say.”

      “Oh, Your Grace, there’s more.” Horatio cleared his throat. “His Grace said that he knows a very good physician who would be willing to look at you, with a reference from him, of course. But that’s if you are agreeable.”

      Grant just shook his head, too overwhelmed by all that was happening for him to take it in. He was rich beyond his wildest imagination. When his mother had told him she would make sure that the estate was saved, he hadn’t really believed her.

      “Thank you,” he said after a long while. “When can the visit to the physician be arranged?”

      “That’s the reason I came out here. If you come with me, we can travel to London together tomorrow to deposit the check and also see the doctor. Can Miss Carrington pack a bag for you?”

      Grant laughed. “Horatio, I don’t think there are any good clothes that I can take to London with me. I shall just have to go as I am and do some shopping out there.”

      “Well, let’s be off then.”
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      Alana stood at the fence gazing up at the mansion on the hill. She felt a sense of nostalgia as she watched the comings and goings at the estate. Grant had left and two days later she had seen people walking around the estate, led by the solicitor. She knew without being told that her blissful two months were over, now that The Duke was getting his eyesight looked at and the house restored.

      She could see a gardener already at work in the flower garden and knew that she could never return to pick roses again. The estate was no longer hers to wander. Grant would take up his ducal duties a world away from hers.

      Alana didn’t realize that she was crying until she felt her aunt’s arms around her.

      “Lean on me, child. You don’t have to carry that pain alone.”

      “Oh, Aunt Eddie.” Alana turned and hugged her aunt, sobbing against her shoulder. “I’ve lost him. I wish we had never found the jewels that took Grant away from me.”

      Edith rapidly blinked back tears. She felt her niece’s pain, for she had also loved once, very intensely, and lost. When news returned of Richard Dribble’s death in France, life had stopped for her. She had never opened her heart again and she knew that her niece was very much like her. Alana would never love another with the same intensity that she loved The Duke. Right now, it was easy for her to just gaze at the mansion, but what would happen when The Duke began entertaining, and then announced his betrothal to one of the ladies of the gentry? Edith wished she had somewhere to take her niece, so she could spare her the pain she knew was coming.

      “Alana, this is what I feared – the reason I didn’t want you to get so attached to that young man. Our lives are worlds apart. Aristocracy and commoners don’t mix. I knew The Duke would cause you pain.”

      “Aunt Eddie, I just wish we had never found the jewels.”

      “That’s a selfish thought, child. The truth of the matter is that if you truly love someone, you are willing to sacrifice anything so they can be happy. You took care of The Duke and I know that one day he may acknowledge that. But even if he doesn’t, count it as Christian charity. One day the Lord will reward you. Come, let’s go back to the house now. It’s getting late.”

      “Yes, Aunt Eddie.”

      Night after night, Alana cried herself to sleep. Grant would most definitely get his eyesight restored and then he would return to his world. Would he ever remember the two months they’d spent together, laughing and exploring the house and its grounds? What was he doing right now? Was he thinking about her at all?

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Finally.” Dr Evans Murton smiled at his patient. “Your Grace, what I want to try has been done before in the world. It’s an ancient technique that was used by the Egyptians to restore sight, and successes were much more common than the failures.

      “Do whatever you have to do, Doctor.”

      “I just need to be sure that you understand what’s going to happen to you. After examining you, I found out that the head trauma you suffered caused cataracts to form, so what I will do is remove the cataracts. Of course, that means that your sight won’t be one hundred percent ever again, but you will regain partial sight.”

      “What are my chances, Doctor?”

      “Maybe sixty-forty sight restoration. That’s as good as I can promise. In addition, you will probably have to use eyeglasses for the rest of your life.”

      “As long as I can see and am able to take care of myself,” Grant said. Never would he be subjected to the humiliation of having to depend on another human being for his life, especially one who was doing it reluctantly.

      ‘Oh, if we’re successful, you will.” Evans smiled. He was excited about performing this particular procedure. If this procedure worked on The Duke, he was sure of getting more referrals to treat nobility. Hitherto, he had treated rich men and their families, but none of the members of the gentry so far.

      “Do whatever you have to, doctor. I am in your hands now.”

      “And in the Lord’s hands, too,” added Evans.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Grant opened his eyes slowly, flinching at the bright light. He had been blind for almost a year and had forgotten how bright daylight could be. He looked around him slowly, seeing blurred figures moving around. It was only after Dr Evans drew closer to the bed that things became clearer. He saw a middle-aged man with a receding white hairline and twinkling blue eyes.

      “Good morning, Your Grace.”

      “Good morning, Doctor.” Grant blinked rapidly, feeling as though there was sand in his eyes. “Why do I feel as though my eyes are full of sand?”

      “It will clear in a day or two. Just don’t rub your eyes.” Evans was clearly pleased with his work. “How far can you see?”

      “Maybe you ought to move backwards, and when you get out of focus, I’ll let you know.”
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      Grant wished he were anywhere else but here. The noise was making his head pound and though the orchestra played his favorite music, it was beginning to get on his nerves. He wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for his solicitor. Now that he had his eyesight back, or at least a good percentage of it, Horatio Smithson had decided that he’d been a recluse for too long and needed to re-enter society.

      Since he had been away fighting most of his life, Grant didn’t know any other young men very well. The few he had met this evening didn’t really appeal to him with their dandified appearances. All Grant wanted to do was to go back to the countryside and be with Alana, but society had decided to give him a good welcome back. This particular ball had been thrown by one of London’s best hostesses, who was Horatio’s distant cousin. Lady Eugenia Scottsbrook had jumped at the idea of reintroducing Grant back into society and had gone all-out. Much as he was grateful for the attention, Grant felt uncomfortable because of the many matronly women who decided that, now that he was back, he needed to marry one of their daughters.

      “Your Grace.” A very plump woman beamed at him from underneath her wig and powder. Standing next to her was a tall and slender beauty, who looked very frail. Grant and the older lady had been introduced when he came in but he couldn’t even remember her name. “This is my daughter, Sabine.” They both curtsied and he acknowledged them. “Sabine was telling me just yesterday how much she wanted to meet you.” She turned to the girl, whose face was red. “Sabine, this is your chance to show The Duke just how knowledgeable you are.” She smiled coyly, pushed her daughter at The Duke and left.

      Grant didn’t know what to say to the girl, who looked as if she wanted to cry. He finally decided to move away from the wall. “Shall we dance?”

      Sabine moved stiffly and Grant was glad when the music died down and he could deliver her back to her mother. He went looking for Horatio and found him smoking cigars and drinking whiskey with Lord Peter Scottsbrook and a few other men.

      “Mr Smithson, my head is giving me problems.”

      “Yes, yes, Your Grace. I need to get you home. Dr Evans said I shouldn’t keep you out too long. Shall we depart?”

      As the carriage drove away from the Scottsbrooks’ home, Grant let out the breath he had been holding.

      Horatio looked at him sharply. The carriage was lit by a bright lantern. “You look like you were holding your breath all this while.”

      “I was, actually.” Grant laughed. “Social graces were my brother’s specialty. I’m a mere soldier and I didn’t want to embarrass you by behaving like an uncouth village lout.”

      “Not to worry.” Horatio patted his arm. “If you would like it, first thing tomorrow I will get one of London’s finest etiquette trainers to come in and spend time with you. Don’t worry. Everyone knows that you’re trying your best to assimilate back into society.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Grant smiled as the carriage turned into his home. The gate had been repaired, as had the cobblestones. The house looked wonderful, and he couldn’t wait to see inside. Horatio had done a good job of finding a talented restoration architect. Grant went through all the rooms of the house and, when he got to his mother’s bedroom, stood and looked at the large trunk still standing in the corner.

      With a smile he walked to it. He had given Alana instructions to take all the dresses, but when he opened it, he found that everything had been placed neatly back inside. He couldn’t be sure that she hadn’t taken one or two frocks, but he doubted it. With a sigh, he lowered the lid and went in search of his new estate manager.

      Cecil Robins was about sixty and had been introduced to Grant by Horatio. He was a strong man, had served in the army with Horatio’s brother and been honorably discharged when his left arm had been blown off from the elbow. He had a wooden arm with a small hook at the end of it.

      “Your Grace, it’s good to see you up and about.”

      “Cecil, I’m happy to be back home and seeing this beautiful place once again.” Grant raised his face to the sky. A light summer breeze blew on his face. The trees had never looked so beautiful and he breathed in deeply. Soon autumn would be here and they would shed their leaves ready for the winter. The seasons of life reminded him of his own life. He was experiencing a new season and he was thankful for it. “I lived here for about eight months but the air didn’t smell this sweet.”

      Cecil laughed, a deep sound.

      “I never thought that I would ever see this house, my mother’s garden and the estate with my own eyes.”

      “I spoke to a number of the tenants who are still left on the estate.” Cecil rubbed his chin with his good hand. “This place was a mess. Some of the houses are empty – actually almost half of them. Haven’t been lived in for years. The woods beyond are full of game and fowl, that is how most of these folk survived through the years of neglect and lack.”

      “Now that I’m back here, it’s my desire to see all the tenants well taken care of, just the way my parents used to take care of them.”

      “Many of the tenants are ready to work hard, My Lord. They just need further direction from you.”

      “You have done a good job, Cecil.” Grant looked around, his scissor eyeglasses perched on his nose. “The house looks wonderful. Thank you for giving all the veterans a new lease of life.”

      “Speaking of which, I had a few of them inquiring as to what it would take for them to become tenants. They are ready to work on repairing the dilapidated houses and moving their families here.”

      “I will speak with my solicitor about that and see what arrangements can be made. Meanwhile, have you been to the cottage at the far end of the estate?”

      “The one that Miss Edith and her niece live in? Yes, my lord. I met the two women. Very hard working. They’ve been growing their own vegetables and have a cow. The butter, cheese and milk they sell are what keep them going. Miss Edith told me that whenever their cow gets a calf, they sell it after a few months so they can have something to tide them over during the months when she is gestating.”

      Grant felt a small glow in his heart. He really wanted to go and see Alana, but something held him back.
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          Moving On

        

      

    
    
      Grant was back, but he hadn’t bothered to come and see her. From the level of activity going on at the house on the hill, it was obvious that the mansion had once again been opened for social functions. The summer heat was stifling and Daisy kept swatting flies away with her bushy tail.

      Since the grass was dry, Alana had been down to the brook to get some reeds for the cow. She twisted her lips, watching Daisy as she chewed contentedly. “Your life is so easy, Daisy.” Alana turned the long reeds over. “All you have to think about is eating your grass and leaves and giving milk. No time for heartaches for you, dear girl.”

      “Still speaking to yourself, I see.” Edith walked up to her niece. “Alana, I know you’re still sad. The Duke went away for two months without a word of a goodbye. He has been back for almost a month and hasn’t come calling. Child, I know you may have had your hopes, but, like I told you, nobility and commoners don’t mix. Our lives are worlds apart and if you accept that, your heart will heal soon enough.”

      “I know that, Aunt Eddie, but the heart wants what the heart wants. Eventually the pain will end, but for now let me mourn in peace. Please don’t worry about me.”

      “I worry, Alana. No woman should have to go through the pain of unrequited love. Do you want me to try and find you a nanny’s job away from here so you won’t chance upon The Duke?”

      “Maybe that would be for the best.” Alana wiped away a stray tear. “I can’t bear it, knowing that soon wedding bells will chime and the estate will have a new duchess. Auntie, it will just about kill me.” Her voice was hoarse.

      “Alana, please don’t cry. First thing tomorrow, I will go down into town and find Mrs Wood. I’m sure she may have heard something about families looking for a nanny.”

      “If I could find a job far away from Herefordshire, that would be the best thing.”

      “One day you may meet a fine young man and he will make you forget about your pain and sorrow.”

      “It’s too late for that, Auntie. I’ll devote the rest of my life to looking after the children in my care.”

      “Well, Daisy seems to have had enough. Give her some water and let her get ready for the evening milking.”

      “Yes, Aunt Eddie.”

      That night as Alana lay in bed, she wondered what The Duke was doing. Strains of music could be heard and she knew that there was yet another party going on at the mansion. “Does he ever think about me at all?” she wondered. The thing was, he didn’t know what she looked like so it was highly unlikely that he would be thinking about a faceless woman.

      She turned over in bed, sighing as her pillow once again became soaked with her tears. She was careful not to let her aunt hear her crying.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Grant was tired of all the parties and balls that were being held to open up the mansion again. He held them a formality, and for to the other families around, but had quickly realized his mistake. They came in hoards, bringing their young daughters, some as tender as fifteen years, just so he could make his choice. He had danced with numerous young ladies out of politeness, but as soon as he was done would deliver them back to their beaming mamas.

      His heart just wasn’t in whatever he was doing. Was Alana wondering what had become of him? Did she ever think about him? What was she thinking about him, now that he had been back for almost a month and hadn’t yet sought her out? He wished she could see her face, her eyes and her smile. What did she look like? Cecil and his men had rebuilt the thick wall around the mansion and nobody could come in unless they had business with The Duke.

      Horatio was happy to help in every way that he could, and Lady Eugenia had decided that the countryside was worth a visit. She’d taken up residence at the mansion and acted as hostess for all the parties and social functions Grant gave, something for which he was grateful.

      She walked up to him, fanning herself with a light feather fan. “Your Grace, this is the best ball ever.” She looked around at the well-lit ballroom. No expense had been spared for what Eugenia termed as the ball to end the country year, for once autumn fully set in, not many people would want to venture out, especially at night. “We have had a good turn up.”

      “Thank you, ma’am. As usual, you’ve outdone yourself.”

      She raised grey eyes to him. “Something is bothering you, My Lord. What is wrong?”

      Grant shook his head. He didn’t want to offend the woman by telling her that he didn’t want any more parties. There were to be a final few small functions that she had organized, thankfully day ones, and though he didn’t want to attend any of them, he felt that he shouldn’t insult her. “I’m just fatigued. I didn’t realise that entertaining sapped one’s energy. It astonishes me to see how hard you work, going on and on without breaking a sweat.”

      Eugenia laughed, a tinkling sound. She wished her daughters weren’t all married, for she would have loved to be The Duke’s mother-in-law. Sadly, she didn’t have any female relatives of marriageable age. “You are a flatterer, My Lord.”

      “Don’t look so happy, or your husband will call me out.” Grant laughed softly. “He’s looking at us, wondering what I’m telling you.”

      “Oh, fie!” She waved her fan. “Peter is just happy to be here. We don’t have a country home so whenever we get the chance to visit friends and relatives, he takes full advantage. Don’t mind him at all.”

      “He should be very proud to have such an industrious wife.”

      Eugenia threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, My Lord. You will be the death of me. Now, I need to leave you alone so that the matronly mamas don’t think I’m commandeering all your attention when they want their daughters to be the next Duchess of Herefordshire.”

      “Not a chance,” Grant thought. He was merely being polite to his guests because he felt that they were great hypocrites. When he was blind and starving, none of them had bothered to come and check on him, or even find out if he was still alive. Now that the estate had been restored, as well as his eyesight, he was in high demand. He was glad that Cecil took care of his social calendar, turning down numerous invitations. Grant just wasn’t ready to go and play nice at other people’s houses. At least in his own house, he could control what went on.

      Many families had made offers for him to court their daughters and he was surprised at how blatant some of the invitations were. Where had they all been in the months that he had languished in hunger and thirst, loneliness and abandonment? Only one woman had been by his side in his time of need, had fed him from her own resources and taught him how to forgive his brother. She was the only woman who would sit in the Wellington residence as duchess, and it was time for him to go and find her.
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          An Important Visitor

        

      

    
    
      “My dear child, I’m glad to see you taking tea at last. The tears have also faded.” Edith smiled at Alana. They were enjoying a cup of tea in the early afternoon.

      “Thank you again for finding me that job in Worcester. Mrs Maude writes that I should report in two weeks’ time.”

      “Alana…” Edith touched her niece’s hand – “you are doing the right thing.”

      Alana nodded. “I know that, Aunt Eddie.”

      “One day, all will be well.” Edith twisted her lips. Just as she was about to say something else, they heard hoof beats coming their way. It sounded like only one horse and they looked at each other. They weren’t expecting anyone.

      A short while later there was a light knock at the front door. “Come in,” Edith called.

      The door was pushed open and Alana nearly fell off her chair. Grant walked into the living room and suddenly it was too small to contain them all. She felt like she was about to have palpitations. “Breathe Alana, breathe,” she said to herself.

      Edith saw her niece’s face and thought she was about to pass out.

      Grant wanted to fly across the room and scoop Alana into his arms, especially when he saw how white her face had turned the moment he’d stepped into the house.

      “Good afternoon, ladies,” he said quietly.

      The two women scrambled to their feet and curtsied. “Your Grace,” they said in unison.

      “Please sit down.” He indicated and then laughed. “I’m sorry, I’ve gotten so used to hosting people in my hours that the habits are spilling over.”

      Edith realized that her niece wouldn’t be saying anything for a while. The poor child had it really bad for the Duke. “We’re glad that you are well, Your Grace,” she said.

      “It feels good to be able to see again, even though I have to use eyeglasses for the rest of my life. But I can see, and it’s all thanks to your lovely niece.” He wriggled his nose to adjust his glasses.

      “Me?” Alana stared at Grant in disbelief. “What did I do?”

      “You came and changed my life! You took care of me and you found my mother’s missing jewels.”

      “It was only a matter of time before someone found them.”

      “Yes, and stole them from me.” He came closer to her and took her hands. “Alana, you gave me back my life and for that I will be forever grateful.”

      Alana didn’t want The Duke to be grateful; she wanted his love. She needed him to say that he loved her and wanted her by his side forever. She tried to pull her hands away but he held fast. “I only did what anyone else would have done.”

      Grant shook his head then took off his eyeglasses and put them in his pocket. He raised his hands and cupped her face, and it was as though there wasn’t anyone else in the room with them. “You’re a kind and loving woman, Alana. Two months spent taking care of someone who has nothing to offer you and is wholly dependent on you, without getting tired or irritated by him when he couldn’t do the simplest things – that calls for a person with a very pure heart indeed.”

      “Grant….”

      “Sh!” He put a finger over her lips. “In the days when I was in hospital recovering after the surgery, do you know the prayer I made day and night?”

      She shook her head.

      “I prayed that the Lord would allow me even limited sight, just so I could behold the face of the woman who was my angel when I was ready to give up. I thought about you so much but I didn’t know what you looked like, and so I prayed that, even if it was just for a moment, the Lord would let me see you.”

      Alana didn’t say a word. He released her and turned to Edith. “My visit here was actually to see you, Miss Carrington.”

      “Yes, My Lord?”

      “Over the years, and I am thirty-three years old, I have been to many places, met very many people, but in all honesty I want to say that I have never met someone who took my heart away like your niece has. Even before I saw her, I fell in love with her. That’s the reason I’ve come to ask you for Alana’s hand in marriage. Aunt Edith – may I call you that?”

      At her nod he went on. “Will you allow me to court Alana and marry her?”

      The two women stared at Grant and he smiled at them. Finally Edith recovered, “My Lord, you are a duke and we are common people. In our lineage there isn’t even a drop of royal or noble blood – not even ten generations back.” She shook her head. “Nobility and commoners just don’t mix.”

      “When I joined the army, there wasn’t anything like nobility and commoners. Bullets and cannon balls don’t differentiate. Death doesn’t come to one and leave the other. We’re all human beings. That’s what matters. To me, you and Alana are the most noble people I have ever met. You shared your subsistence with me even when I couldn’t pay you back – when I didn’t even have a hope of repaying your kindness. That, to me, is noble.”

      Edith nodded slightly. “What you say is true, Your Grace. The thing is, for decades I’ve lived on this earth and the one thing I know is that when a nobleman decides to marry a common girl, they draw a lot of talk. You won’t be accepted to so many houses because you’ve married beneath you, My Lord.”

      “Aunt Edith, when I was injured, I was in hospital for three months in London. When the physicians realized that I couldn’t pay them what they needed to restore my sight, I was discharged. It was Horatio, our family solicitor, who tried to help me in every way he could. The family business is what made up almost eighty percent of his portfolio, and when that went down, Horatio was left in dire straits. He tried to build up as much as he could, and he was the only one who didn’t turn his back on me. Nobody would invite a blind man to their social functions, especially a destitute one. The nobility you talk about turned their backs on me and only began paying attention to me again when they heard that Mother’s jewels had been found and sold for an astronomical amount, which once again put me in the league of the wealthy.”

      “My Lord, there are many young women who are worthy of being duchesses. My niece is a simple girl who isn’t schooled in the things of gentry.”

      “Neither am I. As the second son, all I was taught was basic etiquette and in war there isn’t time for niceties. It was rough living for me for close to twelve years and so that isn’t an excuse. Those young women you mention – it’s true I have received numerous offers, and from ladies with very large dowries.” He turned back to Alana and took her hands. “Only one woman has my heart, however. She may be a common girl, but to my heart she is Queen. She was my friend for two months when everyone else abandoned me, and she took care of me like someone would their heart’s treasure. Alana, do you love me as much as I love you?”

      “Yes,” she whispered, tears welling up in her eyes. Alana thought she was dreaming and wished someone would pinch her so she would wake up.

      “Please don’t cry, unless they’re tears of joy.” He wiped them away with a gentle hand. “You have my heart, my darling. Forever. Of my mother’s jewels, I’m sure you noticed that I kept two back.” He reached into his pocket. “This is one of them.” He slipped a beautiful golden ring with two diamonds on it onto her third finger. “I had it fixed in London after I was well, and I am glad that it fits. It’s a twin set, and the other will join this one when we stand before the minister to declare our wedding vows. Will you marry me, Alana Carrington?”

      “Yes, Your Grace, I will marry you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The wedding between The Most Noble the Duke of Herefordshire and commoner Alana Carrington was the talk of the county. Those who spoke against it kept away, mocking and showing their disdain with noses turned up, not that The Duke cared at all. He had his beautiful bride beside him and Alana glowed.

      The duchy was slowly recovering from years of neglect and abuse. Its tenants, old and new (for Grant had sought out all the men he had served with, all who were in need, and gave them new homes) turned out in large numbers to celebrate and show their support for the man they greatly respected.

      A few old friends came from London, and though some left soon after the wedding, whispering that they couldn’t imagine sitting at the same table with country riff-raff, some others remained, Lady Eugenia among them.

      She was quite delighted with Alana and promised that whenever The Duke and Duchess were ready to come into society in London, she would usher them in, and anyone who thought she should do otherwise could push off.

      Grant held his new bride in his arms, not caring who was watching, and he kissed her forehead. “My darling, are you happy?”

      “Yes,” she whispered, “but I’m sad that I’ve caused people to turn away from you.”

      “Nothing new in that area.” He smiled down at her. “You are my life, we have Aunt Eddie, and my men and the other tenants. You are all the special people in my life. If anyone wants to draw closer to me, they are welcome. If not, I have no problem with that. Nobody can change how much I love you, Alana – so very much.”

      “I love you, Grant.”

      It only remains to be said that they lived happily ever after.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I hope you enjoyed The Blind Duke, if you did please feel free to get in touch and let me know, or just say ‘hi!’. I can be contacted at books@pureread.com and will always reply.

      Also, do sign up for updates as I have some more wonderful stories up my sleeve that will be on the Amazon shelves very soon, and I would love to let you know when they do. :)

      Here is a link to receive updates from me, Charity McColl - and thank you again for reading!

      CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP FOR UPDATES AND FREEBIES

      Also, if you enjoyed this sumptuous short read I am certain you will also love, The Embittered Earl.

      When Lord Richard Trenton is summoned to the side of his dying wife, he is certain of what the servants only suspect: the child she is birthing is not his own. Never one to shirk duty, Lord Trenton hires a nanny for the little girl, but the baby’s presence causes him such pain that he banishes her and her nanny, Edith, to the nursery.

      Edith, familiar with the horror of abandonment, gives the baby all her love and care. Little does she know that Lord Trenton sees it all.

      When Lord Trenton is summoned to London on business, Edith overhears a conversation and learns the baby girl is in danger from one of her blood relatives. How will Edith get the baby safely away? Where will she go? And will Lord Trenton follow them?

      Read The Embittered Earl Now On Kindle Unlimited or Just $0.99
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BONUS CHAPTER - THE EMBITTERED EARL

        

        CHAPTER 1 - The Unfaithful Wife

      

    
    
      Lord Richard Trenton, the Earl of Essex arrived at his town house quite late. It was going on ten before his carriage pulled up to the front door of his impressive mansion on Downing Street, a structure that owed its architecture in part to Carlton House, the Prince Regent’s stately town home.

      A restoration architect by profession, Richard loved the work he did. Restoring dilapidated buildings to their former glory not only brought him money, but fame as well. A number of European aristocrats had already commissioned him to work on their country homes. It should have brought a smile to his face but on this particular evening all he felt was rage, humiliation, and a little bit of heartbreak.

      Leaving the carriage in the capable hands of his driver, he took the steps two at a time. At the top he found Harold, his butler, who greeted him respectfully, his demeanor as stiff as usual. Richard never took it for granted that he had very loyal servants, and so he smiled at Harold.

      “Sorry to keep you way past your bedtime, Harold.”

      “My Lord, think nothing of it.” Harold bowed stiffly. He was almost sixty years old and suffered from a terrible case of arthritis, but it had never crossed Richard’s mind to retire him from his work. He would wait until the man himself retired on grounds of his health. Richard went out of his way to get Harold, and indeed all his servants, the best medical care, because his father had often told him that when servants were happy and well looked-after, they were loyal for life.

      “I already dinned with Princy, so please tell Cook that I will only take some tea,” said Richard, making for his study. It was a chilly evening and the fire was roaring away. Richard sat on the velvet chaise longue that his mother had loved. His parents were both dead and being an only child meant that he was left all alone, save for his employees.

      Sometimes he felt as though he had missed out on a lot of things because of being an only child, but then he would watch the intrigues that went on in many of the families of his social peers and he would then appreciate the fact that he didn’t have anyone to squabble with over his parents’ inheritance – for Richard Trenton I had been very wealthy indeed. The family’s rise to aristocracy had come about when his father had been instrumental in securing Britain’s interests in India.

      Having gone to India as the aide de camp of a senior military officer, Richard Trenton I had quickly realized that India offered vast riches to the shrewd man. He had taken advantage and cast his lot in with a fledgling spice company run by his good friend Watson Channing. At the time, many of his contemporaries were chasing after the wealth to be gained from exporting iron and steel back home, while others concentrated on textiles. Not so Richard Trenton I. Pay check after pay check went into purchasing more and more stock in the spice company and finally when it folded and his friend returned to England in disgrace, Richard took over.

      Because of his kind treatment of the Indian workers and servants at the military base in Pune, Maharashtra, where he served, Richard soon found out where his company could get the best spices and he began sending them in the courier bags back to England. He had left behind a young wife who was pregnant and it would be three years before he saw his first and only child. What began as some small bags quickly turned into large shipments and by the time young Richard was eighteen, his father’s company controlled most of the spice trade between India and England, and most kitchens in the United Kingdom and Europe used his spices.

      Richard and his mother joined their father in Pune after Richard Snr was discharged from service due to an injury, and that was where the young man became interested in the beautiful architectural structures of India. When Napoleon began his campaign to take over the world, Richard Snr took his wife and son back home to Britain and rejoined the army under the Duke of Wellington. When the war ended, all those who served under the Duke received titles and medals of honor for their exemplary service and thus plain Richard Trenton I became the Lord Richard Trenton I, Earl of Essex.

      When he died two years later, the title naturally passed to his son. The current earl sold his father’s interests in India to concentrate on his own professional pursuits, with the result that he was now one of the wealthiest men in Britain.

      The Prince Regent had selected Richard to be one of his restoration architects and elevated him to the position of one of his top advisers. Much as Richard enjoyed his conversations with the Prince, he often felt like an outsider among the circle of men who spent their time at Carlton House. For one, Richard rarely took strong drink, and it was often said that he behaved like a Puritan. His mother’s words to him, which he quoted from time to time whenever he felt the urge to indulge himself, were taken from the Biblical book of Proverbs.

      “Give not thy strength to women, oh my son, Richard. Nor give your ways to that which destroys kings. It is not for kings, oh Richard – it is not for kings to drink wine; nor for princes strong drink: Lest they drink, and forget the law, and pervert the judgment of any of the afflicted.”

      Richard looked up when Harold opened the door to usher in Cook, a buxom and cheerful woman in her mid-forties. Hettie was Harold’s niece.

      “Hettie, I’m sorry to keep you out of your bed this late. Many apologies.”

      “Sir, ’tis no bother to your servant.” She placed the tray, on which was a beautiful teapot – one of his mother’s – a cup, and some dainty sandwiches, on the glass-topped table in front of his seat. “If Sir will not be wanting anything, I’ll leave now.”

      She curtsied and he smiled at her efforts. “Thank you, Hettie. That will be all for now. Good night. And take your uncle with you. He looks ready to drop.”

      Hettie giggled, tilting her face up to Harold, who looked down disapprovingly at her. He had tried to teach his sister’s daughter how to behave before the aristocrats but Hettie was Hettie. With a sigh and a slight shake of his head, he bowed to Richard and they both left the room.

      Richard drank his tea thoughtfully, his mind filled with images of his wife. Cassandra. He had met her at the Regent’s court almost the moment he entered into the Prince’s circle. She was beautiful – stunning, actually, and had a dignity and poise that endeared her to many in the court. Cassandra was the daughter of Lord Charles Cavanaugh, the Earl of Suffolk, a dignified old widower who knew that his time was limited, so he wanted the Prince as a good match for his only child.

      When the Prince Regent introduced Cassandra and Richard and insisted that Richard escort the young woman about town, Richard had felt at least ten feet tall. When he appeared in public with her, he saw the envying looks of his peers. He fell in love with Cassandra and she could do no wrong in his eyes, even though he heard strange whispers about her from those in the court.

      They were married two weeks before her father died and he came to realize that many had been spreading rumors about her out of jealousy and envy.

      For the first few months, life was good as they entertained and were invited to many social affairs. Cassandra was well brought-up and held her own, and she soon became a favorite with the court. Then Richard decided that life as a member of the court was too rich and fast-paced for him, so he and his wife retired to his country seat of Essex.

      That was when he saw his wife in her true colours. She was extravagant. Not that he would have minded, for his father’s wealth, coupled with his own and the dowry he had received from her father was such that she could live lavishly for a hundred years without causing a dent in their fortune. He only took issue with her when he left her at Essex and returned to London after being summoned by the Prince. The business for which he was required took longer than expected and when he returned home two months later, he found everything in disarray.

      Cassandra had fired some of the most loyal servants, who had been with his family for many years, Harold among them. What was worse, the remaining servants hadn’t been paid for the two months that he’d been away. Suppliers were making gentle hints about their payments and his mother’s once-lovely rose garden was overrun with weeds. Upon enquiring of his manager why everything was in disarray, he noticed that the man looked completely intimidated and Richard immediately went about setting things to right.

      He sought out the old butler, who was living with his widowed sister, and it was Harold who informed him that Cassandra had threatened to have the manager fired if he revealed that she had been spending the housekeeping money on the many parties she had thrown at the house. When the older servants had protested about parties being held in the house when Richard’s mother had proclaimed that it should never be used for debauchery and licentiousness, they had earned themselves immediate dismissals.

      Richard reinstated all the employees and, knowing that if Cassandra stayed on there would be terrible repercussions, he packed her up and once again took her to London. Back in London, things had become worse, when rumours started flying around that Cassandra was often seen in the company of Lord Errol, the Earl of Whittingshire, a notorious rake who went from boudoir to boudoir, in spite of his own wife’s harshness. Richard demanded answers from Cassandra, but she denied it all as mere rumor.

      “Darling, you know how people spoke lies about me even before we were married,” she had cried, her beautiful face marred by tears. She knew that was his weakness.

      Richard couldn’t bear to see his beloved crying and so had taken her in his arms and comforted her. For a while things settled down; then, just over a year ago, Cassandra decided that she was tired of London and wanted to retire to the country. Surprised but pleased, he had obliged her and thought nothing of it when she insisted that he remain in London to serve the Prince Regent.

      “Prince George would be lost without you, darling, and let it never be said that your wife kept you from performing your civic duties.”

      It was only later that Richard realized he had been played for a fool, when he found out that Lord Errol, at the insistence of his wife, had relocated to his country seat, not too far from Essex. This time Richard was the one who had found them in a very compromising position. The Earl, or someone very like him, had escaped but Cassandra could give no explanation for her disheveled clothing.

      That had decided matters for him, and he had gone back to London. For the past year he hadn’t been home or anywhere near his beloved wife. Though he had tried to quash the rumors about her, they kept going and, what was worse, he now heard that she was going around with a number of young rakes. Parties had been banned in his house but that didn’t stop Cassandra. Instead she attended any party within Essex, some of which no noble, genteel woman would ever be seen at.

      Continue Reading Now On Amazon…
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