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A Festive Gathering at Chelsea

By Ellie Thomas


Chapter 1

Little Chelsea, London, December 1817

For a man who’d previously guarded his
splendid isolation in Mayfair’s Mount Street, Percy Havilland
discovered he enjoyed nothing more than filling his rambling
Chelsea villa to the rafters with friends and family.

However, during the autumn’s Little Season,
Percy had little opportunity to entertain. He was occupied with
escorting his two unmarried sisters around the social whirl, always
alert to any unpleasantness directed towards the girls since the
Havilland family name remained synonymous with scandal.

Of course, there were frequent daytime
visitors to their countrified London home, especially Araminta, the
middle sister of the three, newly married and expecting her first
child in the spring. Most days Araminta called at Little Chelsea or
Percy and his two sisters dropped into Brook Street, the newlyweds’
Mayfair residence. Percy’s fear of entirely losing his sister to
matrimony had receded with each passing month. Rather than adhering
to her spouse’s residence, Araminta seemed happy to flit equally
between Chelsea and Brook Street.

She was not the only regular family caller.
Percy’s cousin Augusta and her young daughters were often present.
Then there was George, Percy’s unofficial five-year-old nephew, and
his mother, Emma, by now almost an extra sister to Percy. Along
with relatives, at the hour for morning calls, the drawing room
often rang with the laughter of the gaggle of friends Percy’s two
resident sisters had garnered during their Seasons. Inevitably,
that included some young men. They gathered eagerly around Phoebe,
hoping to catch her attention but only managed to attract Percy’s
quelling stare.

At night, there was a consistent visitor to
Percy’s house and bed, accompanying the Havillands homeward after
an evening’s dancing as a close family friend. Outwardly, Percy
maintained the necessary pretence that Nathan slept in the guest
room.

In this manner, Percy’s days and nights were
fully engaged during September and October. Halfway through
November, when society began to depart en masse from London,
it occurred to Percy that he would be personally affected by the
ensuing exodus.

Percy, Eustacia, and Phoebe were invited to
stay for a few days over Christmas in Surrey with his clerical
brother Simeon and his burgeoning family. They would be joined by
Emma and George, completing an enjoyably homely and noisy
celebration.

However, Araminta and her husband anticipated
spending much of December with Hugh’s parents, the Earl and
Countess of Amersby, at their country residence, remaining
sequestered until after the baby’s arrival. Additionally, most of
Percy’s closest confederates planned to take a few weeks with their
families in the countryside, returning to London in January,
weather permitting.

The idea of a pre-emptive seasonal party
gathered pace in Percy’s mind until it became a reality to his
exacting standards. Rather than a careful selection of the beau
monde, Percy was determined to include all those he regarded as
friends, irrespective of their social cachet.

William and Martha, the core members of
Percy’s small staff, were eager participants in the scheme, despite
Martha’s advancing pregnancy. Alongside Araminta’s forthcoming
interesting event, Percy relished this double increase to
the point where Nathan teased him that he was more excited than
both expectant fathers.

Percy used all his powers of persuasion to
induce Martha to hire some extra help from Chelsea Village for the
day. He appreciated that Martha’s notions of hospitality were as
rigorous as his own, yet, under the circumstances, compromises must
be made.

“You must think of your health and that of
your child,” Percy said with such genuine concern that Martha
eventually conceded.

* * * *


Chapter 2

By midday on the first Friday in December,
arrangements were in place for a convivial afternoon. Casting a
final glance around the ground floor of his domain, Percy judged
his exertions had been worthwhile. He’d gone to considerable
trouble to make sure the downstairs reception rooms were suitably
festive while remaining casually welcoming to the varied array of
guests.

From his position in the hall, through the
open doorway, Percy checked that the dining room table was
correctly set for a light luncheon. Percy’s study, to one side of
the entrance hallway, and the girls’ parlour, along a short
corridor by the dining room, were also prepared for the overflow
later in the day.

The drawing room, rigorously cleaned and
cleared of family clutter for the occasion, was the main focus of
Percy’s survey. Regrettably, it was too early in the month to
festoon the hallway and reception rooms with Yuletide adornments.
To compensate for this lack, Eustacia and Martha had arranged
several large vases of greenery cut from the garden, embellished
with blooms kindly donated from Mrs. Dalrymple’s hothouse.

Percy was nearly satisfied he hadn’t
overlooked any essential details, when his contemplation was
interrupted by Nathan, appearing early to offer last-minute
assistance and to calm Percy’s frazzled nerves. John, Nathan’s
coachman, had agreed to collect any London-based guests invited to
lunch, and Nathan had also offered the coachman’s services for
return journeys after the party. Percy was untypically willing to
delegate this small but necessary piece of organisation to help
arrivals and departures flow more smoothly.

“Oh, this is looking marvellous! Martha and
William have done wonders, as usual, and no doubt under your
precise direction. Are you ready for the incursion?” Nathan
asked.

At this comment, Percy recalled he was still
in his shirt sleeves and the first guests would arrive at any
minute.

Nathan followed Percy upstairs to render him
assistance since William was busy elsewhere. The coat was hanging
on the door of Percy’s closet, selected from a staggering
collection. The garment was of rich chestnut wool with lighter
reveres in velvet to complement Percy’s fawn-coloured kerseymere
pantaloons, perfectly acceptable for a daytime event.

Percy had ordered the coat from Daniel during
the previous winter. It was a contrast to the cool shades of blue
and grey Percy preferred to display his fair beauty. But both Percy
and Daniel agreed that the warm shade offset his blue eyes and
blond curls to a flattering degree.

“Very fetching,” Nathan said as Percy removed
the garment from its hanger. “Is it new?”

Percy might have sensed a touch of censure in
that question.

“No, it’s not,” he replied with considerable
satisfaction. “But the autumn was so mild that I decided to save it
for this occasion.”

“How very frugal of you.”

This time, Percy wasn’t imagining the irony
in Nathan’s voice.

He wheeled around to glare at his lover. “I
am eminently capable of making stringent economies,” he
snapped.

Rendered speechless by this unlikely
assertion where Percy’s wardrobe was concerned, Nathan merely
blinked.

* * * *


Chapter 3

Nathan disappeared into the back regions of
the house to assist William with the wine, leaving Percy to welcome
the first arrivals. Simeon, together with his wife Cordelia and two
young children, Harriet and baby James Percival, had collected Emma
and her son George on their way through Clapham. Both families
would stay at Chelsea overnight to take advantage of the shortening
daylight hours for their journey home.

The incomers filled the hallway, reluctant to
move further into the house. Martha’s attempt to lead the ladies to
their rooms was thwarted by her admiration of baby James, held in
his mother’s arms. The burgeoning bump that rounded Martha’s skirts
led to kind enquiries from Cordelia, while the older children ran
around playfully.

Percy’s attempts to chivvy everyone forward
were thwarted by Simeon, going to great lengths to praise the
preparations his brother had made. Without pause, he then divulged
every minor incident that had enlivened their carriage ride.

If not for the timely arrival of Harry and
Luc, Percy was resigned to spending the entire afternoon stuck in
the entrance vestibule. This momentary distraction enabled Martha
to direct the hired help to take any luggage while conducting
Cordelia upstairs, with the giggling children scurrying ahead of
the adults.

Meanwhile, Luc whisked Emma through to the
drawing room, from whence came the sound of the scales on the
pianoforte accompanied by Emma’s sweet singing voice. Percy was
relieved to hand over his voluble brother to the conversationally
capable hands of Harry.

He slipped into the drawing room to relieve
Emma of her bonnet and pelisse and to lend some final reassurance.
She was visibly skittish and Percy smiled at her. “You sound in
fine voice today, Emma. Thank you for offering to sing for us.
You’ll set the festive tone perfectly.”

Since the spring, when Percy discovered that
she had a notable talent, Emma had taken singing lessons at Percy’s
suggestion and expense. Luc, with his specialist knowledge, had
recommended a singing master who had developed Emma’s voice to
performance level.

Percy’s pride in her achievements prompted
him to suggest that Emma perform during the party. Initially, Emma
blanched at the notion, “Oh no, I couldn’t possibly push myself
forward.”

As an alternative, Luc proposed that he and
Emma might welcome the main influx of partygoers with a few popular
arias. Then she could resume her place as a guest out of the
spotlight. “In that way,” Percy said. “You’ll merely be singing for
your supper, or rather after your luncheon.”

More voices came from the hallway, amongst
them the ringing tones of Ben Harding. Perceiving Emma’s rising
nerves, Percy hesitated to assume his duties as host.

Kindly Simeon came to the rescue. “Emma, my
dear,” he exclaimed, entering the room. “What’s this skill you’ve
been hiding? May I assume that you’ll be entertaining us
later?”

* * * *


Chapter 4

Those guests dining with the family soon
convened. This included almost all of the four couples that Percy
regarded as his closest companions. The exception was Doctor Edward
Stephens, recently arrived in London from his Wiltshire practice
and who was required at St. Bartholomew’s Hospital until early
afternoon.

Percy thought that the atmosphere in the
dining room was similar to a Thursday evening supper at The Golden
Lion tavern. Although with better food, Percy surmised,
having been in charge of the lunch menu. There’ll be no
questionable meat patties served here. Since sweetmeats would
be served during the afternoon, Percy had decided a remove of white
soup followed by a haricot of mutton to be sufficient for his lunch
guests to have room to enjoy plentiful ratafia cakes and rout
cakes.

It felt like old times to have his married
sister Araminta at the table, although the presence of her husband
Hugh and the slight swell of her stomach indicated her changed
status. Hugh, always placid, showed no consternation at the
relatively simple food, the diversity of diners, or the presence of
excited children at the dinner table.

Although looking forward to being an uncle
again, Percy was sufficiently concerned about the prospect of
Araminta’s accouchement that earlier in the autumn he
consulted Edward, who counted many surgeons amongst his colleagues
at Barts. To address Percy’s concerns, Edward immediately
recommended a capable young man by the name of Davies with a keen
interest in the work
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