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Foreword




Dear reader, 

Thank you for purchasing this new book from my hand.

In this book, a few prices for housing will be mentioned. Do keep in mind that this story plays at the end of the nineteenth, start of the twentieth century. House prices may seem cheap to you, but please be aware that income and such were much, much lower than they are now.

I hope you enjoy the story.

Pauline Carter

—

Also by this author:

* The Earl's Daughter








  
  
Chapter 1. Divorce




Joseph glared at Abigail. With the stroke of a pen, a judge had terminated their marriage. A priest had done so earlier already, but Joseph hadn't been impressed by that. This, however, was impossible to ignore. 

The judge handed a copy of the paper to Joseph and one to Abigail. "You're officially divorced now. May you be happy."

Abigail took the paper as if it was made of gold. "Thank you." She ignored the man who'd ruined so many years of her life with his drinking and abuse. The smell of whiskey was on his breath even here and she was disgusted by it. All she wanted now was to get away from him and never see his face again.

"Your family did this," Joseph hissed, ignoring the paper the judge tried to hand to him. "They set you up against me, and look what that got you."

Abigail closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Not again, please. "They did not. And this got me freedom and no more beating, Joseph. No more threats from you, no more attempts to rape me, and we both know why. Accept the situation and move on." She really wanted to leave.

"You will regret this," Joseph said.

"I do not tolerate threats in this house of law," the judge cautioned him. "I order you to leave, and I order you to stay away from the lady, Mr Fremantle." He shook the paper.

Joseph yanked it from the man's hand, crumpled it into a ball and dropped it on the floor. After another "You will regret this" he stomped out of the hall.

Abigail looked at the paper on the ground. He really couldn't accept this, so much was clear. She turned to the judge and thanked him again for finalizing the procedure. Now she was finally free. She was almost thirty years old, having been married to this man for almost ten of them. Ten of the worst years possible.

"Have a good day, Miss Davenport," the judge said, using Abigail's maiden name which she'd chosen to use again, and nodded.

Abigail left the room, and the building too. She kept an eye out for Joseph. That man couldn't be trusted, which was something she'd experienced during the years of their awful marriage.

She walked to where the carriage was waiting. "Home please, Jeeves," she told the driver. "My new home."

* * *

During the ride out of town and through the fields, Abigail slowly relaxed. She reflected on her life so far. Meeting Joseph had been set up by some people, and they had meant well. Finding a husband hadn't been a priority for her, she liked her books and drawing much more.

Abigail had lots of friends who enjoyed her company, and many of them understood her desire to be free, independent, but pressure from her family had gotten to her, when she was doing poorly and felt sick. They'd arranged for Joseph to show up, who'd been kind and charming, and he'd even appeared to be caring.

Within a year they were married, and soon after that, the problems began.

He drank heavily, which she hadn't noticed until then. He'd always covered up his alcohol breath with something, but immediately after the wedding he stopped doing that. The real Joseph surfaced. A drunk. A loud-mouthed man, with loose hands that liked to slap her around.

She didn't want anything to do with him, not in life and not in bed. In bed, he was a total failure. In the beginning he tried forcing himself onto her, but he nearly never managed to perform. It probably was because of his drinking, a lady friend of Abigail's had told her. The friend had read about such things.

A few times she had dared to take the initiative between the sheets, but he'd gotten very angry about that and literally pushed her out of the bed, after beating her. After that, he'd actually raped her a few times, leaving her bruised and covered in spots.

But all that was behind her now. A new life. Her own life. And it was going to start from the home of one of her uncles, who had done well in trade. That man, Uncle Geoffrey, had urged her to move in with him and his wife, Aunt Marge, when the problems with Joseph had gotten to hard to handle.

Joseph had protested against her moving out, because 'they were married', but Abigail had left as quickly as she could, with only the clothes she wore and the things she could carry.

Luckily her aunt had been very helpful in knowing and talking to the right people, so when she filed for the divorce, which was in fact quite scandalous to do, it was all arranged very quickly and passed by quietly.

Well, quietly from her end. Joseph had made a lot of noise about it, which would now backfire on him. He'd lost the case against the divorce.

"I won," Abigail told the empty seat across from her. She smiled.

Not long after that, the carriage rattled past the gates of her new temporary home. The home where she could think about her own future, and decide where she wanted to live. Whatever place that was, it had to be far away from Joseph. She didn't want to run into him any more. Never.

* * *

"You are a strong-headed woman," said Aunt Marge, after welcoming Abigail. She read the final divorce document over and over again. "I can't believe this. Not even from you. Not even while knowing I helped you."

"But I did it. And I would do it again." Abigail looked out the window, at the garden, her uncle's pride. "Do you want me to make tea, dear aunt?"

"Oh, yes, please." Aunt Marge was up in years a bit, and appreciated all the help. Abigail had already suggested they should get someone in the house for that, but her aunt and uncle didn't want to 'bother others with that'. They'd always looked after themselves, and would continue to do so.

After making tea and getting both of them comfortable, Abigail brought up her future. "I can't stay here, dear aunt," she said, "even though I know I'm welcome here." She explained her feelings, and how she wanted to be far away from her abusive ex-husband.

Aunt Marge listened attentively and nodded. "I understand, child. And yes, you're always welcome to stay here, and hide from the world."

Abigail appreciated that, but she didn't want to hide from the world. She wanted to see more of it.

"Then why don't you go to Wales? Mary and Robert Barrington live there, near Mount Snowdon, and there's also Lucy and William Bevan. They live in the south of Wales, in Cardiff."

"Wales?" Abigail frowned. That was on the other side of the country, which sounded like an entirely different world.

"He won't find you there," Aunt Marge said, winking at her.

"Hmm..." Abigail had never considered a place that far away, but... if she was going to see the world, why not start at the other end? "Maybe I should write them a letter..."

"That is a good idea." Aunt Marge reached into a pocket and handed over a slip of paper. It had the address of Lucy's and William's residence in Cardiff on it. Satisfied, the older woman then sipped from her tea.

* * *

Abigail had sent her letter. It had taken her a long time and several tries to find the right words, but in the end she was satisfied. She didn't want to sound desperate, nor as if she was looking for a hiding spot. She'd simply explained about how she had left her husband and that she was looking for a new start in life.

As she was impatiently waiting for a reply, she went into town a few times, looking for new clothes and good footwear. Being a smart person with some education, she'd always been careful with her own money. Joseph had always claimed how her money, inherited from her family, would be safe with him, but she'd never really bought into that. That independent streak inside her had also been a thorn in his eye, and now that came in conveniently.

After a few well-spent afternoons, visiting various shops, Abigail felt good about the new adventure called life, and hoped for a miracle in the form of a fast reply to her letter.

After a full eight days, the letter finally arrived. She was so excited to find the envelope in her hand, she needed to calm herself down. Her shaking fingers almost couldn't open it.

There it was, the letter. Clearly written by Lucy, the distant cousin she had only seen a few in her life. Would Lucy still remember her? Abigail hadn't even considered that option when she had composed her letter to her and her husband.

'Dearest Abigail,' the letter started.

'We were not surprised to read about your decision to leave your husband. To be honest, William and I never liked hi. We are certain you did what is best for you. As to your request to visit us and spend some time in this area, yes, please do!'

"Oh, phew..." Abigail sank in the chair next to the small writing table in her room. She'd waited opening the letter until she was there. Aunt Marge shouldn't see any disappointment on her face, if Lucy or William had told her she wasn't welcome, or that it was better if she didn't come.

She read that relieving part again, before continuing the rest of the letter, which was a list of questions about her, what she liked, how she'd gotten to the point of filing for a divorce, and much more.

The letter ended with the promise from Lucy they would have a few rooms available for her, one bedroom and one for any other occupation Abigail might want to entertain.

Abigail read the entire letter one more time before she went down the stairs to let her uncle, who'd returned from his fishing trip, and her aunt know about Lucy's and William's letter.

"Well, well. So you are going to leave this area for real," said her uncle. "A pity, on the one hand. It's nice having you here. Understandable, on the other hand. You need to get out, young lady, and see places. Live."

Aunt Marge agreed with him. "You should write a letter, telling them you are going to come over. The journey there will take a few days, but it's doable." She added how she and her husband had visited Wales a few times, so they had experience.

Abigail felt a joy and excitement in her heart she'd not felt since her marriage. She was really going to do this. She thanked the two, and returned to her room to write an answer to Lucy.

She'd take that into town as soon as possible to send it off, and there she'd also inquire about the journey, when she would be able to leave, and how long it would take. She'd also send a box with some of her belongings, like books and clothes, so she wouldn't have to worry about those during her trip.








  
  
Chapter 2. A New Life




Abigail had traveled for a few days already. The goodbyes from her uncle and aunt had weighed heavily on her mind the first day, and as the carriage had taken her away from town, she'd felt incredibly sad. 

There had been two other passengers in that carriage, an older businessman who would also travel to Cardiff, and a young man, on his way to visit his fiancé. The young man had talked incessantly about her, and had taken away Abigail's dark thoughts from the goodbye. His funny tales had even made her laugh at times.

Now she was in the last carriage for this voyage, with the older businessman, whose name was Morrington, and two other people, a couple in their forties.

Cardiff was getting closer and closer, and Lucy would be waiting for her at the stop.

The driver once again yelled his apologies for the poor condition of the road. That had been getting worse, and even the suspension of the carriage hadn't been much use in places.

Mr Morrington told them not to worry. He'd been here many times before, and never had he been stranded.

"Huh. Once has to be the first," the man of the couple huffed. He hadn't said much, but Abigail saw him as a very negative person. He had yet to make a positive or cheerful comment about anything.

When finally houses came into view, she was relieved. This was her destination.

Half an hour later, the carriage came to a halt. The driver jumped down and opened the door, welcoming the travelers to Cardiff, while a few boys climbed up and lowered the luggage stowed on top.

"Abigail?" a lady asked, as she found her modest suitcase. "Abigail Davenport?"

"That would be me. Lucy?" she asked, although this had to be her. Who else would know her name here?

"Yes! It's so good to see you again after all these years!" Lucy was a short, rather plump woman with brown curls and dark brown eyes. They almost looked black in the shadow. She hugged Abigail shortly, then wanted to pick up the suitcase.

"No, no, let me do that," Abigail said, "I don't want to impose on you."

"Oh, don't be that way," Lucy said, grabbing the case. "There, it's so light I wonder if there's anything in there." She linked arms with Abigail and walked them to a small, one-horse carriage. "Here we go. It's small, but that's most convenient in a city," Lucy explained as she stored the suitcase beneath the back seat. "Go, hop on."

Abigail sat in the front, next to Lucy, who made the horse walk off. It was a new experience for her. "Do you always do this yourself?" she asked.

"Of course. It's fun, and easy. And it's good not having to rely on other people," Lucy said. "William insisted I learn this and I'm glad he did. Maybe you should learn this too. This, and ride a horse, perhaps."

"Ride a horse?" Abigail had always wanted that, but somehow it had never come to pass. "I'd love that!"

"Wonderful. We'll have you riding in no time. Now, tell me, how was your journey? And I need to know everything about your divorce, Abby - do you mind if I call you Abby? Abigail is such a long name. And William is looking forward to meeting you. He said he'll be home as soon as he can." Lucy proved to be a non-stop talker.

Abigail tried to answer her few questions, but didn't get much opportunity for that. Quickly she stopped even trying, and listened to the word-waterfall next to her, while looking at the houses and streets of Cardiff as they went along.

* * *

The Bevan residence was larger than Abigail had expected. Lucy and William lived on the remote outskirts of Cardiff, in a large house with a spacious garden around it. Lucy had told her about one man and one woman working for them. The man, George, took care of the horses and the garden, and the woman, a young widow called Sally, did most of the household.

George was waiting outside the house as Lucy stopped the carriage, and he helped Abigail to climb down. Lucy simply jumped down, which was a surprise for Abigail. That wasn't very ladylike. Lucy laughed at that.

Sally appeared and offered to take Abigail's suitcase to her rooms. Quickly she disappeared with the item.

"Rooms?" Abigail had heard the plural, then recalled that from the letter.

"Yes, Abby, we arranged two rooms for you. The luggage you sent ahead is waiting in one of them, the other is prepared as your bedroom, and you can use them as you please. If anything needs rearranging, ask Sally. Or George, if something heavy needs to be moved." Lucy told her not to worry about the space, they had plenty of it here, and if she needed another room, she just had to ask for it.

Abigail already wondered what she should do with two whole rooms at her disposal, but thanked Lucy.

"I'd show you around the house, but William is so proud of it, he'll want to do that," Lucy said. "Why don't you go inside to freshen up after the journey? Turn left, go up the stairs, and call out for Sally. She'll show you your rooms."

"Oh. Ehm. Thank you." Abigail wasn't used to such a relaxed way of life. She'd always craved it, but now it was waiting for her, she noticed how hard it was to break with the confines of big city society. Go into the house, Lucy had said. She'd never been in there! How could she walk in like that?

Lucy had already walked off, on her way to do something or the other. Abigail decided to do it. Go inside. Turn left. Go up the stairs in a strange house. Standing here, waiting for... for what, really... wouldn't make a  good impression, would it?

And so she walked over to the three wooden steps, leading up to the door. The steps creaked a bit. It was a strangely comforting sound. The sound of an older house, with its own sounds.

Inside, she came into a short hall, where two doors led to rooms, and on her left was, indeed, a staircase. Abigail noticed the smell of lavender. She liked it.

"Here I go," she whispered to herself, lifted her long skirt, and went upstairs. She ended up on a landing, walked a few steps along a wall, and looked into a long corridor on her right. She counted at least five doors on each side. So many rooms here, she thought.

"Sally?" Abigail didn't want to call out. It wouldn't be polite. Sally didn't respond. "Sally?!" This time she was louder.

"Miss Davenport? I'm here." Sally appeared from a room almost at the end of the corridor. "Here are your rooms, ma'am." After that, she disappeared from view again.

The corridor was long. Longer than its view had looked. Abigail wondered how large the rooms were, and when she reached the one where Sally had come out of, she knew. The rooms were astoundingly large. And she had two of those?

"There you are, ma'am. Mrs Lucy had me set up the room like this," Sally said, spreading her arms out. "I hope you like it."

Abigail looked around. There were two large wardrobes, with her luggage crate between them. A bed, big enough for three people. Three huge windows, giving a view of a magnificent garden. There were carpets everywhere, the wallpaper was a relaxing and gentle green with pretty floral patterns, and the rest of the room bathed in a similar color. "This is beautiful," was all she could say.

"Oh. Good." Sally looked relieved. "The other room is blue, if you prefer that." The girl walked past Abigail, leading the way, so she followed.

The other room was just as beautiful, but it was less elaborately decorated. There was another bed, which wasn't made yet, only one wardrobe, but this room also breathed a gentleness which was new for Abigail.

"Both rooms are so pretty," she said. And again, the smell of lavender. She asked Sally where that came from.

"It's in the garden, ma'am," Sally replied. "It grows well here, and Mrs Lucy always wants some in the house. You like it?"

"Very much, yes."

"I can put some fresh lavender in your room each day, if you want," Sally said.

"I'd love that. If it's not too much trouble." Abigail didn't want to be bother to anyone, especially as she'd just arrived. Finding her two large rooms in such order had already been a wonderful surprise.

"Of course not." Sally smiled. "It's something I do anyway, so putting some here is no work at all, really."

For a moment it looked as if she was going to hug Abigail, but it didn't happen. Sally wished her a good time exploring her rooms, and left. Abigail looked at her go, wondering why she felt a bit disappointed the hug hadn't happened. She shook her head. It probably had to do with her longing for hugs, for something physical. For something her ex-husband had never managed to give her. Not in the right way.

Abigail took a deep breath, walked over to the crate with her belongings and opened the lock, using the key she'd brought with her. How on earth had they managed to get it up here, she wondered, as she started unpacking the huge, wooden container.

Her clothes had arrived unscathed, and she was glad to put them in the wardrobe closets. Best place for them. Then she reached the layer with the few trinkets and memorabilia she'd careful wrapped. A drawing her grandmother had made, a necklace from her mother, an old pocket watch her father had always carried with him, and a few small, bronze statues she'd bought over the years.

Placing them on the shelves and the table made the room look like a home already. More and more came out of the crate, until she'd even gotten all the books out. She'd gotten hot from the work, so she'd taken off her nice little jacket, which was waiting for her over the backrest of one of the chairs.

Abigail sat down at the table and looked at her new domain. Temporary domain, she reminded herself. She was here to have a new start, and that would involve a home for herself as well. And, hopefully, a new and better partner. Someone who really understood her, and who wanted to take care of her when she needed that.









