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NOTE ON CLASS

Social class in Regency England was rigid and most of the time unbreachable. As class plays an important part in the plot of this novel, I would briefly like to clarify a few points.

British aristocracy was a closed society. It consisted of a limited number of families who socialized with each other and married each other. Duke is the highest non-royal title; then comes in order: Earl, Viscount and Baron. These are the Lords of England who sit in the upper house of Parliament. They and their offspring were the people one would see when they gathered at social occasions during the season and at house parties in the summer and autumn. 

Next in importance was the landed gentry. They were not regarded as noble. Baronets did not sit in the House of Lords. They might be called “Sir” and their wives referred to as “Lady,” but to the aristocracy the members of the gentry were “not one of us.” 

In regard to this novel—it would be highly unusual for an earl like Lord Chiltern to marry a baronet’s widow like Laura, even though she carries the title of “Lady Aston.”


 

CHAPTER ONE

It was a lovely summer day and I had taken my daughter out to play on the front lawn. She was three years old, and the energy packed into that small body never ceased to astonish me. She might wear me out, but I loved every moment that I spent with her. It was when she was napping, or asleep for the night, that all of my troubles came rushing back.

I was losing my house and I didn’t know where Rosie and I were going to live next. My husband had died recently, and the new baronet wanted to move in. If Rosie had been a boy I wouldn’t have been in this horrendous situation. A boy would have inherited the title and the house and all would have been well. Instead, Tom killed himself after gambling away a large sum of money, leaving Rosie and me both penniless and homeless. He had not been a good choice of husband.

My father wanted us to come live with him but I didn’t want to do that. I adore my father. He is the vicar of a parish near Hastings, and he had been both my father and my teacher during all the years I was growing up. He had been wonderful to me when Tom died. Our local vicar had refused to bury him in consecrated ground because he was a suicide and Papa had stepped in and quietly buried him in his own churchyard. He had also given me the money to pay off the shopkeepers in town to whom Tom owed money. Papa badly wanted Rosie and me to come and live with him, but I couldn’t. 

Five years ago my father had remarried. His new wife, who had been sweet as candy before the wedding, turned into a poisonous snake once she had his ring on her finger. One of us clearly had to go, and I was only the daughter. There was but one solution to this impasse and I took it. I married Sir Thomas Aston, a tall, blond young man who was a baronet and who originally seemed perfectly amiable. Unfortunately he had turned out to be a reckless gambler who ended up killing himself because he couldn’t pay his debts.

So here I was at twenty-three, a widow with a child, with no home and no money. Every night I lay awake, trying to find an answer to my desperate situation. I had the education to become a governess, but I also had a daughter to support. And Papa had Violet.

I loved my father but I was angry with him. I didn’t want to be, but I was. He had been enough for me; why hadn’t I been enough for him? Why had he married that woman? If it wasn’t for her I would still be living happily at home with none of this burden on my shoulders. Papa wanted me to come home, but I could not subject my little daughter to the poison that woman would certainly pour into her ears. 

What could I do? Where could we go? The new baronet had threatened to involve his solicitor if I didn’t move out within the next two weeks. I was desperate. What could I do to earn money for Rosie and me?

*

I was throwing a ball back and forth to Rosie a few days after I had received the new baronet’s ultimatum, when a very elegant carriage turned off the road and started to come up my drive. Fear closed my throat. It must be the new baronet with his solicitor come to evict me. 

“Mama!” Rosie called. “You didn’t catch it!”

I ignored the ball and reached out a hand to her, “Come here, darling. Let’s see who might be in this carriage.”

Rosie came running and slipped her small hand into mine. “Is it that bad man who made you cry?” 

Unfortunately she had been present at my last meeting with the new baronet.

The carriage stopped and the coachman jumped down to open the door. He set the carriage steps and a woman appeared in the door, her expensively gloved hands holding her skirt so she could descend safely. I recognized her immediately. It was my godmother.

“Aunt Rose!”

Then she was crossing the lawn to me holding out her arms. “Laura, darling, how lovely to see you again!”

I felt her arms close around me and inhaled the scent she always wore. Some of the tension in my stomach relaxed. Aunt Rose was here.

She loosened her arms and I stepped away. “I am so happy to see you, Aunt Rose!”

“I have been in Paris so I didn’t hear about Sir Thomas’ death. Really, Laura, ever since that horrible Napoleon was forced to abdicate, I believe there are more English people in Paris than French. It is quite festive but the earl wanted to get home. It wasn’t until I spoke to your father that I learned about your husband’s death.”

“Come inside,” I said. “You are just the person I want to see. I am being evicted from my house and I need some advice about what to do next.”

I felt Rosie tugging at my skirt and bent down to pick her up. She’s a sturdy child—she’s built like her father—and it wouldn’t be long before she was too heavy for me to lift. 

“This is your goddaughter, Rosie,” I said.

“Hello my little namesake.” Aunt Rose smiled at Rosie. “How you have grown! I have brought a little gift for you.”

Rosie’s brown eyes widened. “You have?”

“Yes, I have. Let us go into the house and I will show you.”

I put my daughter down and straightened up. “You will stay the night?”

“If it’s not too inconvenient.”

“You could never be inconvenient, Aunt Rose.”

We walked together to the front door, which was opened by the only servant I had left, Becky Shaw, a local girl who helped me with a little bit of everything.

Aston Hall is a pleasant, comfortable house. It boasts six bedrooms, a drawing room, a morning room, a dining room and a small library. It is not unlike the house I grew up in, and when I came here as a young bride I had pictured Tom and I filling it with children. Tom would be a wonderful father and a careful steward of his property. I would involve myself in the life of the church and the village, as I had done when I lived with my father. 

That dream had died quickly. 

I took my godmother into the drawing room. Becky brought in Aunt Rose’s baggage and my godmother produced Rosie’s gift, a beautiful French doll. Rosie’s eyes almost engulfed her face when Aunt Rose put it in her little hands.

After Rosie had made her proper thank you, I sent her upstairs with Becky and asked Aunt Rose if she would like tea. She accepted and I said apologetically that it wouldn’t take but a minute for me to put a tray together.

Aunt Rose stared. “Surely you are not preparing the tea yourself? Have you no servant to do it?”

“I have no money, Aunt Rose. I had to let all the staff but Becky go. Papa gave me the money to pay their back wages. Tom hadn’t paid them in months.”

I left my stunned looking godmother sitting on the sofa and went downstairs to the kitchen. I had baked scones in the morning so there was something to put out for tea, but I wondered what I could possibly give my aristocratic godmother for dinner.

I made the tea, put the scones on the prettiest plate I had, then arranged them all on a silver tray. I went back into the drawing room with a smile pasted on my face. I was going to have to beg Aunt Rose to help me and I hated having to do that.

We took our first sip of tea and Aunt Rose said, “Your father told me you were coming to live with him. Is that wise? Can you bear to live with that awful woman he married?”

I stared into my half-empty teacup. “I do not want to go back to Papa, Aunt Rose, but this house and property are entailed and Tom’s cousin, the new baronet, is panting to move in. I’ve wracked my brains about what to do because I don’t want to go back to Papa. Not because of Papa, of course. You know how much I love my father. But his wife is a vicious woman, and I don’t want Rosie subjected to her hurtful comments.”

Aunt Rose shook her head. “I never understood why you married Thomas Aston. You had a half-dozen fine young men who wanted to marry you; why did you pick Aston?”

“I rejected those proposals because I didn’t want to leave Papa. He’s the kindest sweetest man in the world and I didn’t want to leave him alone. Then that woman came along. She saw how good-looking and kind Papa was. She saw how nice Papa’s house was. And somehow she convinced him to marry her.

“The servants resented her becoming the mistress and came to me for everything. She hated me and said unspeakably nasty things when Papa wasn’t around. The atmosphere in the house was poisonous, Aunt Rose. Papa was caught between the two of us and he was miserable. One of us had to go, and she was the wife. 

“I picked Tom because all of my former suitors had already married someone else. I met Tom when he was visiting a friend in the neighborhood and they came one night to a dance at our local assembly rooms. He began to court me.”

I sighed in bleak remembrance. “He was young and handsome and a baronet. Papa spoke to him about his finances and Tom convinced him that I would have both position and financial security. It seemed at the time he was a gift from heaven. I married him.”

“Do you have any sherry in the house?” Aunt Rose asked.

I was surprised by the question but thankful I could oblige her. “There’s a bottle in the library. I’ll go get it.”

When I returned with the bottle and some glasses, Aunt Rose was standing by one of the windows that looked out on the side garden. She heard me come in and turned around. “Your flowers are lovely.”

“Thank you. May I pour you a glass of sherry?”

We returned to the sofa and sipped our wine. Then Aunt Rose put her glass on the table in front of us and turned to me. “I believe I may have a solution for you that is more acceptable than returning to your father’s rectory.” I sat with my hands clasped so tightly in my lap that my knuckles were white. “Before I came here I paid a visit to my nephew Robert, the new Earl of Chiltern.”

Aunt Rose was the daughter of a previous Earl of Chiltern and I said quickly, “Oh Aunt Rose. I read in the Morning Post about the carriage accident. What a tragedy. I am so sorry. Both the earl and his wife were killed. How is the new earl managing?” The earldom had gone to the second eldest son, who was in the army.

“Not well,” Aunt Rose said. “Robert never expected to inherit. He never wished to inherit. He always wanted to go into the army.”

“The earl didn’t leave any children?”

“He did. Two little girls. Margaret is ten and Elizabeth is six. Unfortunately, Robert was next in line.” She sighed. “He has been in the army since he was eighteen years old. He’s twenty-six now and has hardly ever been home. The earldom is a huge and unexpected responsibility and he’s a bit overwhelmed.”

“I can imagine,” I murmured, thinking it was hard to feel too much sympathy for a man who had just become one of the richest men in the country. I finished my sherry, put my glass down and said bluntly, “What does this have to do with me, Aunt Rose?”

“When I was visiting Robert at Chiltern Hall he told me that Lord Castlereagh had asked him to join Wellington in representing England at the Congress of Vienna. I must say, Robert is an excellent choice. He was with Wellington in Portugal and all through Spain and France. And now he bears the title Earl of Chiltern, which is one of the oldest titles in England. Wellington himself told Castlereagh that he wanted Robert in Vienna and Robert feels he has to go. The Congress is convening in September and he needs to leave immediately.”

Aunt Rose picked up my hand and held it in a warm clasp. “Chiltern Hall is in a state of confusion and Robert cannot leave the children with only the servants to look after them. The girls have a nursemaid and a governess and the hall has a housekeeper and butler as well as the usual staff. What Robert needs is a chatelaine, a woman of the upper class to supervise the servants and make certain the children are being looked after properly.” Aunt Rose squeezed my tense hand. “This is a perfect answer to your present situation, Laura. You are a lady. One sees that the moment one meets you. The servants will respect you and Rosie will have two other little girls to play with.”

I thought about what Aunt Rose was saying. It might be only a temporary solution but it was better than going home to Papa. And I had no other options. “How long would his lordship be away at this conference?” I asked.

“Several months I imagine.” 

I was thinking hard. “Is there a salary attached to this position?” 

Aunt Rose looked surprised, but then she smiled and patted my hand again. “I am certain there could be. Robert has inherited great wealth.”

I summoned up a smile and said, “Under those circumstances, I will take the position. Thank you, Aunt Rose, for thinking of me.”


 

CHAPTER TWO

A week later I received a letter from Aunt Rose. She wrote that the earl had already left for Vienna and in two days’ time she was sending her carriage to bring Rosie and me to Chiltern Hall.

It had been a struggle to hide from my daughter how worried I was about this move. Yes, the position had been a gift from heaven; but I had no experience in running a great house like Chiltern Hall. I had grown up in a rectory and my married abode had been the house of a gentleman. Both houses had been roomy and comfortable and we had employed a few servants. Chiltern Hall was one of the Great Houses of England! An unbridgeable chasm existed between my way of life and the way of life at Chiltern. How on earth would I, Laura Aston, fit into such a place, let alone manage it? 

I flew around, packing our meager belongings and trying to reassure Rosie that she would be happy at Chiltern, that there would be two other little girls to play with her and wouldn’t that be fun. I held her hand tightly as Aunt Rose’s carriage pulled out of our driveway. I did not look back; I was finished with Aston Manor. 

Aunt Rose’s carriage was wonderfully comfortable and our journey took only a few hours. Rosie was sleeping with her head in my lap when we turned into a long, tree-lined drive. I awakened her so I could put her hat back on, and I smoothed out the wrinkles of my traveling dress. I was sitting straight up against the squabs, not looking out the window, when the coach stopped. Our door was opened, steps were set so we could alight, and for the first time in my life I laid eyes on Chiltern Hall.

I had known it would be magnificent. I had known it would be big. But I had not been prepared for this. It was as if one had stumbled upon an Italian Renaissance palace in the midst of the mellow English countryside. A great dome dominated the building, which stretched out in graceful elegance over what looked like countless acres. To the west of the house was an avenue of cedars, which I would learn led to the stables and the hothouses. To the east was a glorious deer park studded with fine old oaks and graceful ponds. A marble fountain was the focal point on the enormous front lawn.

We stepped onto the graveled path and Rosie slid her hand into mine. “Is this where we’re going to live, Mama?” she whispered.

“Yes, darling, we are,” I said with false cheerfulness. 

Rosie’s little fingers squeezed my hand, and I knew exactly how she felt.

*

The massive front door opened, Aunt Rose stepped outside the door and held out her arms in welcome. Three white-wigged footmen followed and went to the carriage to bring in our paltry baggage. After hugs all around, Aunt Rose ushered us into the house. 

The entry hall was enormous. The floor was black and white marble tile, and the walls were hung with paintings I knew must have cost a fortune. Two people were standing inside and Aunt Rose first introduced the butler, Mason, a tall, upright man who looked to be in his fifties. He bestowed a stiff smile upon us, bowed and said, “My lady.” The housekeeper, Mrs. Lewis, a well-padded woman in her forties, curtsied and said, “My lady.” 

Rosie’s grip on my hand kept getting tighter and tighter and I said to Aunt Rose, “I think Rosie would like to meet Lady Margaret and Lady Elizabeth. Might we go up to the nursery?”

“We have something to discuss first, Laura,” Aunt Rose said. Then, to the butler, “Will you have tea brought to the Blue Salon, Mason? I am sure Lady Aston and Miss Rose must be hungry and thirsty after their journey.”

Rosie’s big brown eyes looked up at me. I said, “Might we have lemonade as well, Mason?”

“Of course, my lady.” The butler bowed and disappeared, as did the housekeeper. We followed Aunt Rose into a very large room papered in blue silk and lined with more priceless paintings. We sat on one of the elegant sofas and Rosie pressed tightly against me. After she had established herself Aunt Rose said in a grave voice, “We have a small problem in regard to the children, Laura. Their governess left yesterday for a position in London. It was very unexpected, and I think her behavior in this matter is atrocious. She gave us no notice at all. Really, I am very put out.”

I was startled and made murmurs of agreement about the perfidy of the governess. As Aunt Rose continued ripping the character of the departed governess to pieces, I had a happy thought. Governesses made money.

Once the earl returned to Chiltern Hall my position here would be finished. If I became the governess to his nieces, however, I might be able to remain. Even if he didn’t wish to retain me, I thought that if I could say I had been governess to the Earl of Chiltern’s nieces I might be able to find another position that would include Rosie. 

Aunt Rose, however, was not amenable to my offer to act as governess to the girls. Instead she informed me she had great plans to find me another husband once my mourning period was officially over. 

This generous offer fell on fallow ground. I had no plans to marry again. Once had been more than enough for me. I did not confide this information to Aunt Rose, however. I didn’t want to say or do anything that might disturb the happy accord that prevailed between us. We drank tea and talked and talked and I finally managed to convince her that I would like the governess position because it would allow me to be close to Rosie. I also convinced her that the pay I had been awarded for acting as chatelaine should be increased if I were to take on the position of governess. I’m afraid she found my conversation about money rather crass, but when you don’t have any money you can’t afford to be high minded. 

Aunt Rose remained at Chiltern for a week, helping me to “settle in.” She was very helpful in that she modeled for me the sort of supervision the servants would expect, but to be honest I wasn’t sorry to see her leave. I wanted to spend more time in the nursery than I had been able to while she was in residence.

*

Rosie and I settled into life at Chiltern Hall with surprising ease. The earl’s nieces had not liked their previous governess, but they seemed to like me. Margaret, the elder, was bright, and teaching her was a pleasure. Elizabeth was a little more difficult. She had a strong personality and I had to walk a fine line between reprimanding and praising her. The most important thing to me, however, was that both girls liked Rosie and treated her as a little sister. 

There was one person who lived at Chiltern that I had not yet met—the earl’s steward. When I first arrived at the hall he had been on a visit to some of the earl’s other properties and he did not return until I had been in residence for some weeks. 

Mason, the butler, had assured me that Mr. Kingston was a gentleman, and that he (Mason) hoped I would not mind taking my dinner with him. I had replied truthfully that I would appreciate the company. I had been uncomfortable dining by myself, with Mason and a footman waiting on me as if I were a queen. I would have preferred to eat with the children in the nursery, but the earl’s very correct butler had been horrified by that suggestion.

When Mr. Kingston walked into the drawing room a few minutes before dinner on the day of his return I almost made a fool of myself. I had been expecting an ordinary middle-aged, middle-class man. Mark Kingston’s chiseled features could have been copied from a statue of Apollo. He stood several inches over six feet, his well-cut hair looked like spun gold and his eyes were a deep dark blue. He was stunning.

I mumbled a greeting and tried not to stare. He must have been accustomed to such a reaction because he took my hand and said in a normal voice that he was pleased to make my acquaintance. I recovered my composure and we went into the dining room together. 

I had been eating in the small dining room that Mason called the breakfast room. There were two other dining rooms in the house. One was large and elegant and was used when the entire family was gathered. The other was mammoth and breathtaking. Several paintings by Titian decorated the walls in that chamber. The breakfast room had only one large Van Dyke. 

Mason had changed my place from the head of the table to the middle, with Mr. Kingston sitting across from me. This made it easy for us to converse and, somewhat to my surprise, I found this paragon of male beauty comfortable to talk to. 

After we had finished Mrs. Minton’s roast and excellent apple pie, we moved our conversation into the gold salon. I used only three rooms on the ground floor of this enormous house: the gold salon, the morning room and the library. I liked the gold salon because it had a comfortable sofa, the morning room because it was pretty and informal, and the library because it had books. 

Mr. Kingston and I arranged ourselves, me on the comfortable silk-covered sofa and Mr. Kingston in a highbacked chair at right angles to me. We chatted over tea and discovered that we were both the children of clergymen. Mark’s (we had got on a first name basis rather quickly) father had a parish in Derbyshire and Mark was the sixth son. “I never quite knew what I was going to do with my future,” he told me. 

“How did you come to get this position?” I asked.

“I went to school with Robert Daubeny, the earl’s second son, and I gave his name as a reference. We weren’t in the same class—I was two years older—but he must have told his father good things about me because I got the post.”

Mark’s presence was a blessing to me. I no longer had to endure long lonely meals, and from our upbringing we had many things in common. I never felt lonely when Mark was at home. 


 

CHAPTER THREE

The Morning Post was delivered to the house every day, which allowed Mark and I to follow the progress of the Congress of Vienna. For months all we learned was that the representatives of the various nations couldn’t seem to agree about anything. On the other hand, the Congress appeared to be a huge success socially. The newspaper informed us in some detail about the balls and masquerades and other dissipations that went on till all hours of the morning. I pictured the absent earl twirling around dance floors with beautiful princesses and duchesses in his arms. It would be nice if he liked Vienna so much that he decided to stay there. 

I was happier here at Chiltern than I had been since I left my father’s house. My duties were very similar to those I had shouldered at home, but the scale of things at Chiltern was much grander. I worked hard to learn the names of the huge number of indoor servants and also the names of all the grooms in the stable, as well as the names of the gardeners. It took a small army to run Chiltern Hall and I couldn’t even begin to imagine how much money it must cost to keep it going.

Part of me wanted to relax and enjoy this very pleasant situation, but another part kept reminding me that it was only temporary. I was earning money now—good money. Aunt Rose had authorized a very generous salary for my services as chatelaine and governess. It was the answer to my prayers, and I had to focus on the future, not luxuriate in the ephemeral present, enjoyable though it was.  

By January it appeared that the delegates were close to an agreement on the final disposition of the countries once conquered and ruled by Napoleon. Mark and I read that Lord Castlereagh had departed from Vienna, leaving the Duke of Wellington in charge of completing the Congress’ Final Document. Since the Earl of Chiltern was one of Wellington’s aides, I was confident that he would be remaining in Vienna as well. My hope was it would take a long time to complete this Final Document. The more money I could accumulate, the brighter the future would look for Rosie and me.

Then came the event that shook the world. On March 1, 1815, Napoleon Bonaparte escaped from his prison on the island of Elba and landed on French soil. 

“He’s going to raise his old army,” Mark said soberly as we sat in the morning room having tea. 

I felt a shiver run down my back. Would we really be going back to war with France?

In the following weeks, as Napoleon made his way across France, the soldiers of the army that had once conquered most of Europe flocked to his flag. On March 20 a triumphant Napoleon entered Paris and received a rousing welcome from the populace. The Emperor was back.
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