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Chapter 1
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Daventon Hall, …shire, England, 1814

 

Laura was anxious for her brother. Gareth had written from London that he had fixed upon Lady Maria as his choice of bride.

“Aunt Nell, I hope he has considered well. How can he take one look at her and decide on so important a matter?”

“It must be more than a look, I daresay.”

“He writes that he saw her outside a bonnet shop and decided she would suit. Could it be because he is determined not to have a love match? You know what he says about love being a quagmire and all that.”

Lady Helena laughed. “Your brother is fond of prosing, but he is a young man and naturally susceptible to a beautiful young woman. We need not worry. It was I who suggested the match. Lady Maria is the Duke of Severn’s granddaughter. With her connections, we can find an excellent match for you.”

So, that was why Gareth was going to wed Lady Maria, thought Laura.  He was doing it for her. He knew that Lady Helena was anxious about her prospects. With their father, the late Earl of Daventon, turning a recluse, they had barely any social intercourse with the ton. However, matters stood differently now. Their father had passed away, and Gareth was now the Earl of Daventon. Her situation was not desperate; she was eighteen, and not precisely on the shelf. 

Had she known of dear Aunt Nell’s plans, she would have told Gareth not to contract any precipitous alliance on her account. Now she could only hope that Lady Maria was good and kind and would make her brother happy. 

Gareth’s next letter upended Laura’s world.

“We are to go to Wrenrose,” Lady Helena said, smiling. 

Laura gasped. “Wrenrose? You mean, the estate where Mother lives?”

“Yes, dear. It is the best possible news. Now, the family can be reconciled.”

Laura’s eyes flew to her aunt’s face. “How can you speak of reconciling with that unfeeling woman! She is not a mother at all! A mother l... loves her children. She does not abandon them!”

“My dear, you must not harbor such strong sentiments against your mother.”

“How can you defend her? You were upset when she did not come to Father’s funeral.”

“I spoke in anger. It is my dearest wish that you and Gareth are reconciled with your mother. When I knew her, she was the sweetest of creatures. She could not have changed that much.” Lady Helena took Laura’s hands in her own. “I have tried to speak about your mother on several occasions, but you refuse to listen. I beg of you! Please hear me out.”

“What is there to know? She loved another man. Father found out, and he sent her away.”

“I have always believed that Edward was mistaken. Your mother could not have flouted her marriage vows. Not only did she have a high moral standard, but she adored Edward and doted on you and Gareth.”

“Then why did Father send her away?”

“I was not here when it happened. I was visiting with my cousin. I cut my visit short when Edward sent for me. I found him in a terrible state, shut up in his study and refusing to say anything.  What I could gather from the staff was that there had been a quarrel, and Edward had left the manor. Catherine, after waiting for days for him to return, took you and Gareth to her father’s estate. Edward was furious when he returned. He had you both brought back and sent a legal document to Catherine. She was to move to Wrenrose. The children would live with him. Catherine did not leave. It was Edward who sent her away.”

“But he had a reason!”

“My dear brother was stubborn to a fault. He would have misconstrued the situation, and your mother would not have been able to defend herself. It was not in her nature to do so. She was of a gentle disposition and rather in awe of Edward.”

When Laura did not respond, Lady Helena urged her to read Gareth’s letter. “Gareth is convinced of Catherine’s innocence. Please, Laura. Will you not keep an open mind until you meet your mother? She has suffered enough. It would have broken her heart to part from you and Gareth.”

Laura took the letter and left the boudoir. The need to know what Gareth had written conflicted with her years of resentment. Her feet led her to the part of the garden that was her sanctuary. Often, when her father had shut himself up or rambled about Catherine when in his cups, she escaped to the formal garden with its well-ordered topiary and marble statues. It seemed a world in itself, far away from her father’s moods and servants gossiping about her mother. By the time she learned that Catherine had designed the garden, it had already become her favorite spot.

She sat on the marble bench under an arch of climbing white roses. It was an idyllic spot, and it helped clear her thoughts. Gareth had suffered as much as she had. He would not wish for their mother to return to their lives unless he had a reason.

She took a deep breath and opened the letter. Her eyes hurried over the pleasantries and plans for a London Season to the part about Wrenrose.

When I went to Wrenrose, our mother was very poorly. The news of our father’s death was a terrible blow to her. She took to her bed. Two months later, her childhood nurse, Flanders, died. Mother slipped into deep melancholy, which is why we did not hear from her. I was shocked at her condition. The physician has told me it is a malaise of the heart. You may well be surprised to read that she has been pining away for us for ever so long. When her nurse was alive, she contrived to make her eat and keep her engaged. 

Laura, I cannot tell you how wrong we have been about our dear mother. She is innocent of any indiscretion. Father blamed her because of a misunderstanding. Another misunderstanding arose to keep them apart. I shall, or rather Mother shall tell you about it. 

Let it suffice for now that you are held as dear to Mother as you could have ever wished. She remembers every little thing about us. I am convinced that only her memories have kept her alive all these years. 

Our departure to London depends on Mother’s health. She is making good progress, though I fear she is trying to do too much. She wanted to write to you, but she tires easily. I had to promise on oath that I would send her love. She fears that you hate her. I have told her you are incapable of the sentiment. 

Your devoted brother,

Gareth.

Laura pressed a hand to her trembling lips. It had to be true. Gareth would not lie to her. Their mother had not abandoned them. She gazed around her at the garden. Not only had her mother designed it, but she had also planted a few shrubs and rosebushes. 

“Your mother was an avid gardener, the same as you are,” her aunt had told her. 

She often pointed out similarities between Catherine and her, both in their interests and in looks. Laura had resented it; she did not want to have anything to do with her mother. Remorse smote her now. She ought to have learned more about her mother instead of condemning her. 

She read the letter again. And this time, she could not hold back her tears. 
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Laura gazed at the family portrait. Her mother held her in her arms, and Gareth leaned against her chair. The earl stood beside them, his hand on his wife’s shoulder.

“It was painted a month before the separation. They were happy together. Catherine was a good wife and devoted mother,” Lady Helena said.

Laura nodded wordlessly, seeing the portrait with new eyes. The first time Gareth had taken her to the attic to show it to her, she fell in love with it. Her mother was ethereal. She was like a fairy. Her smile was tender, and her eyes were filled with warmth. Over the years, her relationship with the portrait kept changing. Sometimes she went up to the attic to blame the woman in the picture for her father’s misery. Sometimes she went to gaze upon her mother’s face. And sometimes she went only to turn her back on the picture. A childish gesture, but satisfying. 

I do not care! Do you hear me? I do not care! Why should I when you do not? 

“You are so like Catherine,” Helena said. “You are tall and slender like her. The same wide, gray eyes. You have her hair, too. It is the same shade of gold, and soft and thick.”

For once, Laura was not irked by the comparison. She smiled and turned to her aunt. “Shall we have the portrait moved downstairs, Aunt?”

“Yes. It is time to restore it to its rightful place in the family portrait gallery.”

Laura smiled again, and with one more backward glance at her mother’s likeness, linked her arm with Helena and left the attic.

 




Chapter 2
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Gareth’s next letter brought a change in their plans. Instead of going to Wrenrose, they were to go to London directly, where Gareth and Lady Daventon would join them.

Laura was already anxious about her first meeting with her mother, and also felt unequipped to attend the Season. She had expected to spend a few days getting to know her mother before entering Polite Society. 

Everything was happening too fast. Her brother was engaged to Lady Maria, a beautiful lady who, her aunt told her, was the toast of the haute ton. They were reconciled with her mother, and she was to have a Season. She ought to love her mother. She did, too. But try as she might, she could not stop resenting her. Why has she not tried to see her children? Aunt Nell insisted her mother had not played her husband false. Laura believed her. But why had she left them at the mercy of their father? If not for Aunt Nell, she and Gareth would have been abandoned to the servants. 

And what about the scandal? Surely, there was going to be talk. The separation had caused such a stir that malicious rumors had reached them in the country. It would be mortifying if people cut them in London or gossiped about them. 

Gareth should have come home instead of sending letters. She needed to talk to him. She loved her aunt, but Gareth was the one she always turned to with her doubts and fears. 

Her aunt misunderstood her silence and tried to reassure her. “You can hold your own among the other debutantes. You have received a good education. You play the piano and the harp and have a sweet singing voice. You do not need to worry about your wardrobe. It will not take us long to order new gowns in London.”
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Baron Curtell and his family lived in the neighborhood and were on the friendliest of terms with the Daventons. Edward had broken all connections with his friends and relatives except for the baron, who refused to let Edward’s churlishness come in the way of their boyhood friendship. 

His wife and daughter came calling on learning the latest developments. “What wonderful news!” Lydia exclaimed, clasping Laura’s hands and kissing her cheek.

 The baroness beamed. “Lord Daventon is a lucky man indeed! Lady Maria is quite the catch.” 

“Daventon wants us to join him. There are still a few weeks left of the Season. Catherine is better now. She will be able to come, too,” Lady Helena said, her tone suggesting that Lady Daventon had never been estranged from her family. 

“You could not have shared better news! Please convey my regards to Lady Daventon. I still remember our first meeting. Lady Daventon and his lordship were newly returned from the Continent. Lady Daventon was dressed in a lace gown from Paris. It was in silver and mauve. She looked like an angel. I felt dowdy beside her. We all did.”

“We met Lady Maria last Season,” Lydia said. “She is both beautiful and charming. And quite the leader of fashion. Her bonnets are most admired. Hostesses vie for her attendance.”

Laura listened with a sinking heart. She knew nothing about fashion except what the village dressmaker, Miss Henry, told her. Lady Maria sounded rather intimidating. Why could Gareth not have chosen Lydia? Aunt Nell had often suggested it to him. Everything would have been so comfortable. Not that Lydia had wanted the match. She had fallen in love with her brother’s friend and was now betrothed to him.

“Why the long face?” Lydia asked, taking her aside.

“I do not want to go to London. I shall not know how to get on.”

“Of course, you will! You have had an excellent education. You are proficient on the pianoforte. You carry yourself like a true lady.”

“I know nothing about fashion,” Laura said, dropping into a chair with a moan.

“You will have Lady Maria to guide you. Your mother, too.”

“What will I talk about when we have callers? I have no experience with house calls except with our tenants and you.”

“You talk to me all the time.”

“That is different. It is only you.”

“I could take offense to that,” Lydia said, affecting a wounded look.

“I am sorry! I meant to say ...”

“Do not be such a goose! I was only teasing. Listen, you are a beautiful, well-behaved young woman. I have attended two Seasons. I can tell you most debutantes are nervous about meeting people and talking to them. It is better to be nervous than to put on a brash air and make a fool of oneself.”

Laura tried to take heart from the well-meaning advice. But it did not wholly quell her anxiety.

 


Chapter 3
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“At last!” Lady Helena murmured as the carriage drew up in front of Daventon House in Mayfair. It had taken four days to make the journey. 

Laura’s eyes darted to the entrance as soon as a footman handed her down. There was no sign of Gareth. The butler stepped forward and bowed. “His lordship and his lady mother will be arriving the day after tomorrow.” 

The servants were lined up on the steps. Lady Helena said a kind word to them, and they followed the housekeeper inside.  Tired from their journey, they dined early and retired, but Laura could not sleep for long. She felt deflated; she had prepared for the moment when she would meet her mother, yearned for it, but also dreaded it. 

The next day, Lady Helena showed Laura the well-appointed house. “This is the ballroom, my dear. I had my first ball here. How well I remember it! My engagement, too. Dear Edward announced it. He stood under the big chandelier over there.”

Laura obediently followed her aunt from room to room, listening to her anecdotes. Many involved her parents. “I did not know Father could be so merry,” she said wistfully, after one particularly hilarious account.

Lady Helena squeezed her hand. “Edward was a different man before the unfortunate quarrel. Do you know he sold this house because he could not bear to think about coming here again?”

Laura shook her head. 

“A coal merchant bought the house. A few years later, he suffered business losses and put it up for sale. Mr. Meyers brought it to your father’s notice, but Edward refused to buy it back. Mr. Meyers also used to visit Wrenrose every quarter at your father’s behest. When Catherine heard the house was up for sale, she used her funds to buy it.”

The butler came in. “Lady Maria is here, my lady. I am sorry, I was away from my post. A footman showed her ladyship into the drawing room. He is new to the ways of the gentry. He does not know that he must inquire whether you are at home to callers.” 

Laura felt confusion overtake her. Why had Gareth’s betrothed come? “Aunt Nell, you must tell Lady Maria we are not at home!”

“Lady Maria is to be family. That would be downright rude, my dear. Come, there is nothing wrong with your gown. Bessie can redo your hair if you wish, though I must say you look very fetching as you are.” Thusly encouraged, Laura reluctantly accompanied her aunt into the drawing room. 

Lady Maria rose and came forward. “Lady Helena, I know you are not receiving callers yet, but …”

“You are family, dear, or soon will be! Pray, come and sit with me.”

Laura dropped an appropriate curtsy and took a seat. Lady Maria was beautiful. No wonder she had captivated Gareth. Laura sat quietly as Lady Helena inquired after the Duchess of Severn. Her aunt knew how shy Laura was in company and kept the conversation running. 

Outwardly, with her hands in her lap and her skirts evenly spread across the seat, Laura maintained a poised demeanor. But she wanted to run away and hide in her room. The lessons her governess had rigorously drilled into her were all forgotten. She did not know what to say to the poised lady who was easily the most beautiful woman she had ever seen.

“We had several invitations waiting when we arrived,” Lady Helena said. 

“Lady Malloy’s ball is eagerly awaited. You must attend it.” 

Lady Helena fetched the invitation. “That is only two days away. We cannot possibly attend. We came up to London at short notice, and the country, as you know, lags sadly behind in fashion.”

Lady Maria took charge of the problem easily by sending word to her modiste for readymade gowns. 

“What about Mother? Do you think she will have something suitable for Lady Malloy’s ball?” Laura asked on an impulse.

“Everyone will be agog to see Lady Daventon on account of her circumstances. If she wears something exquisite, it will attract most of the attention.” Lady Maria spoke in all earnestness. “I have tested this. Nothing beats a scandal like fashion, unless it is a bigger scandal. If Lady Daventon has not had time to replenish her wardrobe, you must not attend Lady Malloy’s ball.”

Lady Maria’s open manner and the fact that she wanted to help cut through Laura’s reserve. The next day, they went shopping for more gowns. Laura could not remember when she had enjoyed herself more. Though theirs was a short acquaintance, she felt Lady Maria would be the best of sisters.

But when she went to bed, she thought only about meeting her mother. The beautiful mother who had never tried to see her children.  Would her mother be disappointed in her? Baroness Curtell had praised her mother for her sense of fashion. 

Sleep eluded her for a long time as old memories surfaced. She remembered closing her eyes and caressing her own cheek, pretending it was her mother’s touch. Sometimes her hurt had found vent in anger. She drew caricatures of her mother. Once, she wrote a letter and ended it with, “I hate you! I wish you were not my mother!” 

But Helena said Catherine was a devoted mother, and Gareth wrote that she had pined for them.
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Bessie was excited and happy for her dear mistress. It was a special day. Lady Daventon was coming. She tiptoed about the room, shaking out the new gowns and looking through the box of trinkets for something worthy of the occasion.

At half past nine, she gently shook Laura awake. “We must hurry, my lady. Which gown will you wear?”

“Whatever you think best.”

“I have laid out three new gowns,” Bessie said, drawing Laura’s attention to the daybed.

Laura barely glanced that way. “I shall wear the blue gown with the white trim.”

A puzzled frown appeared on Bessie’s face. “Do you mean the one from Miss Henry’s shop?”

“The same.” Bessie stared as if Laura had made an outrageous demand, prompting her to ask, “What is the matter? Did you not bring it?” 

“I am not sure,” Bessie said, trying to gauge Laura’s strange mood. 

“It is not important. Bring any of my old gowns.”

Bessie did her best to hide her disappointment. A little later, she was stunned when Laura said, “I have no mind for curls and fancy styles. Just braid my hair and pin it up.”

Bessie opened her mouth to protest. The only lady who wore her hair in a tight braid was the vicar’s sister, and she was at least fifty. However, one look at Laura’s grim face made her hold her tongue.

If Bessie had plucked up her courage and asked her mistress why she did not want to dress up to receive her mother, Laura would not have been able to explain. During the long wakeful hours, her anticipation had given way to old fears. Was she good enough for the woman everyone considered a great beauty? Did her mother really love her? Gareth had written that she did, but Gareth could be mistaken. His courtship could have blinded him to other matters. 

Bessie braided Laura’s hair and helped her into her gown. She held up a hand mirror for Laura, which Laura barely glanced at. A footman knocked to inform her that Lady Helena awaited Laura downstairs. 

“My lady, the braid becomes you very well. I feared it would make you appear plain, but you look even more beautiful,” Bessie effused, clasping her hands to her bosom.

Laura smiled brightly without hearing a word. She left her room with measured steps and slowly descended the wide staircase. Lady Helena was at the landing, talking to someone who looked like an outrider. The butler and the housekeeper were busy lining up the servants. 

“My dear, your mother will be here in a few minutes!”

Laura allowed her aunt to lead her to the foyer. They stood under the arched entrance facing the driveway. Laura stiffened as a carriage came in view. She momentarily thought of returning to her room. What if Gareth was wrong about Lady Daventon? She wanted to know for sure before welcoming her into her life. But her legs would not do her bidding. Neither would her eyes. They were fixed on the carriage as it came to a stop in front of the steps. “They are here!” her aunt said, smiling.

Laura watched as her brother helped their mother out of the carriage. He continued to hold her hand. Her mother’s smile was as bright as her own … and as brittle. She graciously inclined her head to the servants and embraced Lady Helena. 

Laura held back. Her blood was pounding so hard in her veins that she could not hear what her mother and aunt were saying. Then, her mother looked at her and opened her arms. Laura stumbled forward, tears blinding her vision, and went into her mother’s embrace. Gareth walked across and held them both close for a long moment.

“Mother, you must be tired from the journey. Laura, take Mother to her room and help her settle in,” he said. 

Laura took her mother’s hand. It was cold, and trembled in hers. She refused to look at her mother until they stood outside her room. “This is your room, Lady ... Mother. Aunt Nell said you and Father always used it when you came up to London.”

Lady Daventon gazed at Laura, teary-eyed and tremulous. “My daughter,” she murmured, reaching out blindly to hold her close again. At that moment, Laura realized there was no need for words. A stronger language, of tears and heartfelt embraces, had washed away years of doubt and separation. 

 


Chapter 4
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Laura was content to sit quietly and listen to her mother and aunt. Circumstances had made them part sixteen years ago, but there was no awkwardness in their meeting. Their ease of manner and happiness spoke of a deep bond.

“I was ten when your parents wed,” Helena told Laura. “Catherine came into my life when I needed a female companion the most. Aunt Easther believed it was her duty to take charge of me because I had no mother. She was strict to the point of harshness. Then, Edward married Catherine. She became my friend, sister, mother, my everything.”

Catherine sighed. “I was seventeen when Edward brought me to Daventon Hall as his bride. I had eight years of happiness. That is all.”

In a broken accent, Catherine recounted how Edward had discovered a book of sonnets and a corsage of dried flowers. The sender was the vicar’s son. He had presented them to her when she was sixteen. She had kept them out of vanity as the sonnets were penned in her honor. Her jealous husband had not given her the chance to explain. Stunned by his violent accusations, she became tongue-tied. After he stormed out, she waited for him to return, and when he did not, she left the manor, taking Laura and Gareth with her. But Edward had the children brought back to him and insisted on a legal separation.

Some months after the rift, his man of business had told him she was in Harrogate and ill. He had rushed to see her, determined to bring her back. She was sitting alone in the walled garden of the rented house. He had stood outside the hedgerow, trying to compose himself before going into her presence. And then she had opened the turquoise pendant attached to her chain and pressed kisses on an unseen miniature, tears coursing down her face. The miniature was her husband’s likeness; an artist who knew him well had painted it for her from memory. But Edward misconstrued what he saw and returned without seeing her.

“Edward returned from Harrogate in a terrible state,” Helena said. “She pines for that other fellow. It will be a cruel thing if I force her to be my wife, he told me, and shut himself from us. That was the beginning of the end. Nothing mattered to him after that.”

“I did not know. Losing him and the children broke my heart,” Catherine said mournfully. “I should have tried to reconcile with him. I should have been strong for the children and you. You were only eighteen, with your whole life ahead, when you took on the role of mother to my children.”

“You must not blame yourself,” Lady Helena said gently. “Edward rushed ahead with the legal separation. He took the children away. What could you do? But now you must think of the future. Gareth’s wedding is a joyous occasion. You will be gaining a wonderful daughter.”

Catherine nodded. “I cannot wait to make Lady Maria’s acquaintance. Gareth is very much in love with her.”

“You will like her very much,” Laura said, speaking for the first time. “She came to meet us. Lady Maria is all that is amiable. I could not have wished for a better sister. We are to attend Lady Malloy’s ball tonight. Do you have something pretty to wear, Mother?”

The conversation turned to gowns and accessories, and planning a suitable wardrobe. Lady Daventon, in an unusual display of spirit, was firm that Helena must stop dressing like a matron of advanced years. Laura joined her voice. For some years, her aunt had taken to wearing dreary colors and unflattering caps, a change that Laura frequently deplored.

“Helena, you must allow me to have a say in the choosing of your gowns,” Catherine said. 

To Laura’s surprise and delight, Helena meekly agreed and reminded Catherine of her Season when they had shopped together.

The coming weeks would be enjoyable, Laura thought happily, as she left the room to get dressed for Lady Malloy’s ball. 

 




Chapter 5
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 Lady Maria sent Lucy, a maid in her employ, to do Laura’s hair for the ball.  

“You have beautiful hair, my lady,” Lucy said, combing out Laura’s soft and thick hair. “It is such a pretty shade of gold.”

Bessie watched Lucy’s deft fingers work their magic. She blinked when Lucy twined a rope of pearls into Laura’s hair. “How did you do that?” 

“You can do the same with a little practice. I shall show you later if you want,” Lucy offered, smiling at her enthusiasm. “There, it is done. Do you like it, my lady?”

Laura gasped at her reflection. With her golden hair piled high on top of her head and one thick curl caressing her shoulder, she looked most elegant. 

Lucy teased a few curls out of Laura’s coiffure to frame her forehead. Bessie handed her the gown of white satin trimmed with fine lace and overlaid with a gauzy material of pale gold. Lucy slipped it over Laura without disturbing a single hair on her head. A necklace of pearls and topaz, matching bracelets, and white dancing shoes completed her toilette. 

“You look lovely, my lady!” Lucy said, standing back to admire her handiwork.  

Laura smiled. “Your mistress helped me choose the gown. She has good taste.”

“That she has, my lady, and a kind heart, too.” 

A maid came in with a message. The others were waiting for Laura downstairs. It was time to leave for the ball.
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They were going to the ball along with Maria and her formidable grandmother, the Duchess of Severn.  

“I am worried there will be whispers and Mother will get upset,” Laura confided to Maria. 

“Lady Daventon is strong. She knows the ways of the ton. Moreover, my grandmother will keep her by her side, and so will Lady Helena. What else is troubling you?”

“I am nervous.”

Maria nodded. “It feels overwhelming when you are newly come to the social scene. I shall make some debutantes known to you. It is important to have acquaintances of your age; otherwise, you will feel left out during picnics and house parties.”

“Will it be bad ton if I sit out the dances?” Laura added hopefully. “Perhaps no one will ask me to dance.”

“Have you looked in your glass?” Maria asked with a laugh. “Dearest, you are too lovely by far. You shall be deluged with dance partners, I can assure you!”

 “What if I stumble or ... or forget the dance steps? I have never attended a house party or even a village assembly. This is a ball.” 

Lady Maria took her hand. “Laura, you dance well. I saw you practice the steps yesterday. It will take a ball or two for you to feel confident. Until then, I shall present you to young men who are also newly come, or rather shy. There is nothing worse than a partner who will chatter while you are trying to count your steps.”

Laura nodded. She took a deep breath and smiled.

“That is better,” Maria said. “You are going to enjoy yourself. And perhaps meet the gentleman to set your heart racing.”  






Chapter 6
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Laura stopped herself from gaping at the splendid ballroom festooned with satin ribbons and floral displays, and bright with hundreds of wax candles. However, though she managed not to stare, she could not hide her excitement. It shone in her eyes, drawing admiring glances to her animated face.

Her first dance was with her brother. She executed her steps flawlessly and managed to converse. True to her word, Lady Maria found Laura partners who were not in the least intimidating. Lord Emsworth, her partner for the second dance, was heir to a dukedom but not at all stiff-necked. Laura even caught him counting steps. He gave her a bashful smile and shrugged. “I am not good at dancing.”

Instead of dissembling, Laura smiled in understanding. “My lord, may I offer a few pointers?  I used them when I first learned to dance.”

“Say, you are nice! Lady Priscilla was laughing at me. Not outright; she would not because of my father. But I could tell.”

After that, Laura found it easier to talk to her partners. Though some appeared to be more sophisticated, she soon learned it was all a pretense; they were only trying to make a good impression and were afraid of failing.

As the dancing progressed, the ballroom became overheated. Lord Newington, a young earl not much older than Laura, asked, “May I bring you something to drink?”

“Lemonade, my lord, if it will not be too much trouble.”

“And shall I escort you back to your mother?”

The ballroom was so full that she was likely to expire of thirst by the time Lord Newington deposited her with her mother and made another trip for the lemonade. She pointed to an unoccupied sofa. “I shall wait there.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Lord Newington agreed. Laura was relieved to sit down. Her shoes were new and not very comfortable. She felt a blister forming. Perhaps she could ease the pain if she repositioned the strap. She moved to one end of the curved sofa and spread her skirts wider. Bending down quickly, she removed her shoe.

What a relief it was! She lifted the hem a bit to see the damage, but as the lights were behind her, she could not make out anything. Sighing, she slipped her foot back into the shoe and straightened. Once she did, her eyes fell on a man. He stood a little away and stared at her. Mortified that he had seen her exposed ankle, Laura felt her face grow hot and looked away. A moment later, she stole a glance. The man’s stance was unchanged. Hands in his coat pockets, a shoulder negligently braced against a fluted pillar, and feet crossed at the ankles, he continued to look thunderous.

This was the out and out of everything! Fuming, Laura glared at the man. The man started as if only then noting her presence. Making her an elaborate leg, he turned away. Laura watched him as he threaded his way along the perimeter of the ball.

“Your lemonade, Lady Laura.” Lord Newington sat down beside her with his own glass.

As she sipped the lemonade, he chatted about his home and his love for astronomy. Laura tried to pay attention, but her mind kept wandering to the brooding gentleman. His knitted brows and the frown creasing his forehead spoke of troubled thoughts. Suddenly, she wanted to know what ailed him. What was the burden that prevented him from enjoying the glittering ball?

“Lady Laura?”

“I am sorry. I was wool-gathering. Please tell me more. Your sister seems to be wonderfully accomplished,” Laura said, and managed to give his lordship her attention until he handed her over to her next partner.
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When Laura woke up, she was surprised to see pinpricks of sunlight through the curtains. Usually, she was an early riser.

Bessie came in with her chocolate. “How was the ball, my lady?”

Taking a sip, Laura said, “It was a grand affair. The ladies wore pretty gowns, some of them shockingly revealing.”

“And the dancing? Did you enjoy it? You were worried you would not.”

Laura laughed. “Lady Maria was right. I only needed confidence. I am already looking forward to another ball!”

“I shall dress your hair for it. You will outshine all the other ladies. Lucy showed me a few styles. Shall I do your hair in a new style, my lady?”

When Laura came down, her mother and aunt were finishing breakfast. “You are a sight for sore eyes, dear,” Lady Helena said as Laura dropped a peck on her cheek. It was how she greeted her aunt every morning.

“You look lovely, dear,” Lady Daventon said, her eyes suspiciously bright. Feeling self-conscious, Laura bent down to kiss her mother’s cheek and received a tight hug in return.

“Thank you, dears. Bessie has done my hair differently. She is very clever. Can you believe she has already learned three new hairstyles?”

“The rose muslin becomes you well, not that you did not look lovely in your old gowns. These are of a fashionable cut, that is all,” her aunt said with a satisfied smile.

“How did you enjoy your first ball?” Lady Daventon asked.

“It was lovely. Did you enjoy it, Mother?” Laura asked.

“I confess I was nervous at first. I feared people would want to know about your father and me. But everyone was most interested in Gareth and Maria’s first social appearance. Many of my acquaintances spoke to me. A few seemed to believe that your father and I had reconciled in later years but had kept away from Society.”

Helena smiled. “I gave that impression. I told whoever would listen that you and Edward had planned to attend the Season for Laura’s debut. Unfortunately, fate had taken him away before the happy event. It was Lady Severn’s idea. She said we did not owe the truth to anyone except her and Maria. I must say she is right.”

Lady Daventon’s eyes filled with tears. “I wish it were true!” she said in broken accents. “I should have made a greater effort. We might have been together.”

“Catherine, you must not blame yourself,” Lady Helena said firmly. “Edward was at fault. Instead of speaking to you, he rushed into believing the worst possible about you.”

“You must not blame him,” Catherine said, dabbing at her eyes. “He was very much in love with me. It blinded him.”

“You must not blame yourself either,” Helena said. “Whatever happened is in the past. You have your children with you now.”

Lady Daventon nodded and turned resolutely to Laura. “Have you seen the flowers that arrived for you?” 

“Flowers? For me? Who sent them?”

“I counted seven bouquets when I came down, and more since. You are a success, my dear!”
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