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        The Ultimate Escape:

        Book One of The Lady P Chronicles

        By Susana Ellis

      

      

      
        
        Abandoned on his wedding day, Oliver must choose between losing his bride forever or crossing over two hundred years to find her and win her back.

      

        

      
        On the eve of her wedding, Julia realizes she cannot marry her fiancé after all, no matter that it’s been her dream for eight long years. Too distraught to face him, she follows in her mother’s footsteps and flees to the future for a brief reprieve.

      

        

      
        Oliver knows he has bungled things badly, but he is determined to win the woman he loves, even if he must travel through time to do it.
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        21 November 1812

        Pendleton Townhouse

        Grosvenor Square

        London

      

      

      I always believed my parents’ marriage was a love match, although Mama never said so, and Papa wasn’t the type to make such emotional declarations, at least not while we were around. He was a gruff man and rarely smiled, but his feelings showed in his eyes by the way they followed her around whenever they were together and how often he touched her hands or shoulder. Nor did I ever see him turn her away when she embraced him or kissed him on the lips, which she was wont to do. And three years ago after he left his earthly shell, my sisters and I thought Mama wouldn’t last out the year. She did, though, but she was never truly happy after that. She always seemed to be searching for something to give her life meaning.

      But they did have their quarrels. Papa’s family were Tories, and Mama, when she found the time, secretly associated with the scandalous Devonshire set. He always pretended not to know, but now that I’m older, I feel pretty certain he did. He knew Mama wasn’t the sort of woman to be dictated to, but he couldn’t openly condone it either. For the most part, he trusted her to be discreet.

      Except that one time. When I was thirteen, they had a dreadful row that went on for days, and then one day, my mother was gone. Papa put it around that she had gone to the country to recover from an illness, but we knew she hadn’t. He was beside himself with worry, interrogating us and all over her closest friends, even to the point of calling on the Duchess of Devonshire, Lady Bessborough, Lady Holland, and Lady Melbourne (Mama’s Whig friends who, I later discovered, my father detested), in an attempt to discover her whereabouts. All to no avail. Finally, he just shut himself up in his study and refused to allow anyone inside except servants and numerous bottles of spirits.

      A fortnight later, Mama returned and hugged us all, promising she would never leave us again, and she and Papa went upstairs to their rooms and resolved their differences. They were happier after that, but neither could be induced to tell us anything about their quarrel or where she had been during that time.

      It wasn’t until two years later that I discovered her journal and learned the truth, shocking and unbelievable though it is. During those two weeks, Mama wrote that she had escaped two hundred years into the future to the twentieth century!

      When confronted with the journal, she admitted it was true. Apparently, the newly-married William Wilberforce had acquainted Papa with the facts about Mama’s dealings with the immoral Devonshire set—nearly all of whom had children by other men than their husbands—and told him he’d best get his household in order before he, too, became a laughingstock. Papa had been so humiliated that he’d come home in a fit of temper and demanded that Mama cease all of her political activities and content herself with her role as wife and mother. When she refused—and he had to know she would—he threatened to banish her to the country until she agreed.

      They quarreled for several days, and then one day she walked off and didn’t come back. In her diary, she wrote that she had found herself in an odd little shop on Gracechurch Street where a gypsy lady told fortunes and such. Mama confided in her, saying that she didn’t want to face anyone she knew until she had had a chance to consider her options and resolve what to do about her marriage.. The gypsy, who goes by the name of Madame Herne, offered to send her away into the future for a time, and Mama was desperate enough to accept, after being reassured that she could return when she wished to.

      She never would tell me what happened during those two weeks, and she burned the journal after I confronted her with it so that nobody else would read it. Nor do I know what she told Papa. But he never questioned her behavior again, and I believe their marriage was stronger afterward. She had a locked drawer in her desk that she only opened when she was alone, and when we were ill she used to bring us smooth white pellets instead of the usual willow bark tea, and she adamantly refused to allow us to be bled for any reason. I once caught a glimpse of her in some scandalous nightrail that made Papa’s eyes light up when he saw her in it, and she later confessed that she had got it from some shop in the future called “Victoria’s Secret.”

      She didn’t leave us again until after Papa’s death, and before she did, she made sure to tell my sisters and me beforehand.  Philippa and Sarah didn’t believe her at first, and I think they are still a bit skeptical and disapproving, but they are both happily married society matrons now and can’t imagine why anyone would want to travel in time. I, on the other hand, have always been fascinated by the idea.

      And now, on the eve of my marriage, I find myself longing to escape, at least until I can reflect clearly on my future. If I do not appear at St. George’s tomorrow, my future with Oliver will certainly be ended. But after what I overheard this evening, I comprehend that I cannot marry a man who only wants me to be a mother to his child, who likely still loves his deceased wife, my one-time best friend. Not even though I’ve loved him desperately my entire life and he may be my only chance of escaping spinsterhood.

      The house is asleep, so I change into a traveling gown and pelisse, scoop up my jewelry and a stash of coins into a reticule, and hail a hackney to take me to Gracechurch Street. A bold move, but then, I am my mother’s daughter. And I’d sooner brave the unknown than the consequences of leaving my betrothed at the altar.
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        21 November 1812

        Stanton House

        Brook Street

        London

      

      

      “A toast to the bride and all of her lovely money!”

      Oliver Stanton winced at his father’s crudeness, regretting the decision to stay with his father the night before the wedding instead of the hotel where he planned to spend the wedding night and honeymoon. He’d given up the townhouse he’d shared with his first wife in order to purchase a new one for Julia, which wouldn’t be ready for a few weeks. It was in Manchester Square, which she’d mentioned as a prime location on many occasions in the past… before his marriage to Kate. He pulled at his collar. Kate was gone. He would soon be starting a new life with Julia, but it seemed as though the memories of the past were ever-present.

      The elder Stanton clambered up the leather chair and then to the top of the sturdy desk of polished wood. He didn’t look too steady, but then neither did the other gentlemen of his circle who were in attendance. If he were to fall—well, it would be only what he deserved.

      If Oliver’s grandfather were there, he’d have managed to keep the loutish Lennie in line… except he was home in East Sussex, suffering from a case of the influenza, which could be deadly for a younger person, but particularly so for a gentleman in his eighth decade. Fortunately, he was under the care of an excellent physician, who believed he had a good chance of a full recovery.

      “Here’s to the lad here getting her belly full on the wedding night—” the boorish host dropped his voice slightly and gave his son a meaningful glance—“and Oliver boy, I’m all agog to know if she’s got freckles on her bubbies too.”

      Guffaws and crude remarks pervaded the room, and Oliver gritted his teeth, wishing he could punch his drunken sot of a father in the face. How dare he speak of Julia in such a manner? But… it wouldn’t do for his father to appear at the church with a black eye, not with a hundred of Society’s most elite members there to see it and start the rumor mills ablaze. Not a good start to his second marriage… and it was long enough in coming.

      Per usual, Oliver winced inwardly at the thought of his first wife. In spite of their difficulties, they’d shared love of a sort, and the arrival of a daughter had brought them closer. Little Violet was the image of her mother, albeit her hair had more of his dark brown than Kate’s blonde. He’d fallen instantly in love with her, and she knew it, little sprite. Poor motherless little sprite, he brooded. Well, she’d have a mother now, he thought. But the thought of Julia only made him feel more guilty. If only he had not insisted that Kate accompany him that day, the carriage accident would never have happened and Kate would still be alive. But then he would not be free to marry Julia—the woman he’d loved from afar and believed was beyond his touch—and that was always when the self-loathing set in. He at last had a chance to marry Julia… while Kate lay cold in her grave.

      Would he ever be free of it?
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      Lingering behind the partially open door, Lady Julia Tate stumbled backward until she found herself crashing into a hall table. Horrified that her presence might be detected, she scrambled away toward the kitchens after her mother, wishing she could flee and never have to face them—him—ever again.

      But she couldn’t bear to face anyone—not even her mother—so she hovered in a dark corner near the servants’ entrance and tried to compose herself. Her body covered in cold sweat, she wrapped her arms around herself and blinked the tears out of her eyes.

      Julia had known from the first that Oliver didn’t love her the way he’d loved his first wife. Frankly, she suspected the motive for his completely unexpected proposal had more to do with his pressing need to find a mother for his young daughter than any romantic interest in her. He’d not mentioned the words of love that most women wanted to hear from their suitors—the words she’d dreamed of hearing from him many years ago—but Oliver was so handsome in his gold-embroidered navy blue ensemble, and for a moment, she thought she’d seen an interesting sort of warmth in his eyes when he spoke of his regard for her and his conviction that they would rub along well together.

      She’d thought him lost to her forever after his marriage to Kate, yet here he was, in her mother’s drawing room, asking her to be his wife!  No, his offer of marriage had not been the sort that young ladies drool over in Mrs. Radcliffe’s novels, but at twenty-seven, Julia was no silly young miss. Oliver was the only man she’d ever been interested in as a marriage partner, and while he was still unmarried, she’d hoped he might come to return her feelings. As the years passed, her hopes began to falter, to be dashed when she learned of his betrothal to Kate. Kate? Betrothed to Oliver? When? Why? How? It was a devastating blow, a betrayal, really, by the woman she considered her best friend in the world.

      As always, she felt a twinge of guilt at harboring resentment of a woman who died so tragically young, especially considering that it was her death that given Julia another chance to wed the man she loved.

      I’m sorry, Kate. I resented your marrying Oliver when you knew I loved him, but I’d never wish you dead. Oliver needs a wife and little Violet a mother… if it wasn’t me, it would be someone else, and I couldn’t bear to see that happen again.

      In the end, she’d been unable to refuse his offer. If they married, there was every chance that his feelings for her would grow and change afterward, while a refusal would mean giving up all hope forever. She’d been prepared to forego marriage and satisfy her desire for children with her sisters’ offspring and her work with the Foundling Home, but how much better to wed the man she loved and have children of her own, as well as the opportunity to raise his adorable daughter, which poor Kate was unable to do.

      But… then she’d heard the drunken toasts of the gentlemen in the library and suddenly realized that she couldn’t go through with it. Marry a man knowing it wasn’t necessarily her he wanted, but merely any woman who could fill the position? Suffer the pain of knowing that whenever he held her in his arms he was wishing she were someone else? Sensing Kate’s ghost between them every minute of the day? She’d rather remain a solitary spinster than doom herself to such a miserable future.

      How long she stood there she had no idea, but before long, she felt someone gripping her shoulder.

      “Julia! Julia! What is wrong with you? Has something happened?”

      Lady Pendleton scrutinized her with eyebrows drawn together. “A pity I haven’t my hartshorn with me. I should have known it was a mistake to bring you here tonight when I needed to consult with the Stantons’ cook about the wedding breakfast—both Sarah and Philippa suffered from wedding day jitters—but I thought—well, you and Oliver have known each other forever—”

      Julia took a deep breath. “I-I am well, Mama. I suppose the gravity of it all—I don’t know—I just wish I had a bit more time—”

      Her mother hugged her tightly and kissed her cheek. “What you need is a good night’s sleep. The wedding will be over before you know it, and you and Oliver will have your entire lives together to look forward to, with little Violet too. Come, my dear, my business with Cook is finished and it’s time we started back to Grosvenor Square.”

      Julia allowed herself to be led to the waiting carriage, but all the while she was thinking: I can’t do it. I can’t marry Oliver tomorrow. But I can’t leave him waiting at the altar either. He’d never forgive me. There would be a scandal and… he’d eventually marry someone else, and that would be worse. Wouldn’t it?
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      Oliver Stanton couldn’t remember a time when he and Lady Julia Tate hadn’t been the best of friends. Their fathers’ estates marched next to each other in East Sussex, outside Wittersham, and they had grown up doing everything together. Although the daughter of an earl, Julia was quite the hoyden in her childhood, preferring fishing and riding to needlework and music. Lord and Lady Pendleton were unusually indulgent parents to their three daughters, providing them with both a tutor and a governess, as Lady Pendleton believed in educational equality for both sexes. She also believed in encouraging a child’s natural interests and was not at all distressed when Julia showed more aptitude for the male curriculum than that which was considered appropriate for a female. Her ladyship insisted that someday women would be given the right to vote and work in government and even be Prime Minister.

      Oliver thought the latter quite unlikely, but he agreed that Julia was quite as capable as he of studying Greek and Latin and philosophy. Although he studied with his own tutor, he and Julia often discussed their studies together as they lay on the grass by the lake holding tightly to their fishing poles waiting for the fish to bite. Oliver was a bit better at arithmetic—well, his grandfather was a banker, after all. They both loved reading and discussing books. Julia was the better storyteller, and Oliver wasn’t the only one who enjoyed hearing her tales, usually concocted on the spur of the moment. Children—whether the offspring of tenants or villagers—brightened up when they saw her and begged her to tell them a story. He knew of several who had learned to read only because Julia had promised to write down some of her stories for them, and he’d heard that in London she’d been teaching the children at the Foundling Home.

      It wasn’t until Oliver was thirteen and Julia ten that Kate O’Hara had come to town and become the third member of their lively band. Her clergyman father took over the living at the parish church in Wittersham—only a mile as the crow flies from the Stanton estate—and somehow Kate managed to be everywhere they were. Younger and smaller than they she might be, but she could hold her own in the mischief department. And because she was the vicar’s daughter and had such an angelic appearance, she was always presumed to be the innocent party led astray by the two older culprits “who should have known better.”

      But Kate had a shrewd mind behind that saintly facade of light blonde hair and bright blue eyes that she kept concealed from all but her closest friends. Her parents certainly never knew; as their only child, she was coddled and praised and her misdeeds ignored or justified. He and Julia would listen in open-mouthed admiration when she boasted of how easily her parents could be duped, since neither of them could say the same. Julia’s parents, although possessing decidedly radical theories on the subject of education for females, were not blind to their daughters’ faults and did not hesitate to apply discipline when necessary. His own parents—well, his grandfather really, since his mother died when he was three and his father was never around—could be a difficult taskmaster.  Robert Stanton, the founder of Stanton’s Bank, seemed to believe he could compensate for his failure to properly parent his own son by delivering a double dose of discipline to his grandson. It was well-intentioned, however, and Oliver grew up determined to become the antithesis of his dissipated, wastrel father.

      As the years passed and Oliver went away to school, spending more and more of his time in Town, the trio became a duo. At first, he missed the carefree innocence of those days, but he had a great deal to occupy his time through his studies and social activities, and then later as a clerk at the family bank. Indeed, he hadn’t seen either his childhood friends for nearly three years when he ran across Julia at a presentation ball for the daughter of one of his grandfather’s closest friends.

      The striking redhead on the dance floor caught his attention from the moment he stepped through the doorway into the ballroom. Taller than most of the ladies in the room—and half a head taller than the red-faced youth who partnered her—she was lovely and regal in a gown of bottle green velvet and gold tassels, her fiery red hair swept up neatly into a knot upon her head, with a few adorable curls framing her face, crowned by an emerald tiara. He didn’t connect her with his childhood friend until he caught a glimpse of the expression on her face—the unmistakable look of impatience he’d quite often in the past when Julia was forced to do something against her will. Julia? Could this beauty in truth be the hoyden who’d climbed trees and ridden astride and disdained all things feminine as “silly”? He couldn’t seem to take his eyes off her as she and her partner promenaded between the other two couples in their set. It wasn’t long before she sensed his scrutiny, and her gaze fell upon him.

      Her eyes widened in surprise when she recognized him, her face beaming with pleasure in such a way as to cause him to feel heat radiating through his chest. During the remainder of the set, she favored him with many such smiles, and when her partner led her off the dance floor to a group of ladies that included her mother, he made haste to join them.

      Lady Pendleton had not changed a great deal since he had seen her last, perhaps a few more white hairs among the blonde ones in her coiffure, but she was still her amiable but carelessly unconventional self, in a cinnamon-colored gown with bright orange trimmings.

      “Mr. Stanton? Dear Oliver! It’s been an age since we’ve seen you in Wittersham, although we hear your grandfather is pleased with your progress at Stanton’s Bank.” Lady Pendleton extended her hand, and he kissed the air above it. “Isn’t it wonderful, Julia? Your old childhood playmate all grown-up and so handsome too!”

      “Indeed,” Julia replied, with a welcoming smile. “You have so been missed in Sussex, Oliver. We—that is, Kate and I—have scolded your grandfather more than once about keeping you chained to your desk in London.”

      Oliver couldn’t keep his eyes from Julia’s lovely face. “He can be a rather demanding taskmaster.” He bowed over her hand. “But now that I see for myself what I have been missing, you can be certain I shall make the trip south more often.”

      Julia’s eyes sparkled. “Kate will be so glad to hear that. She has been sadly left to her own company these days. I believe she has been persuaded to assist her mother with the parish ladies’ society.”

      Oliver shook his head. “Poor girl! The Kate I remember would have managed to wriggle out of it.”

      Julia grimaced. “Yes, but we cannot always be children, alas. Eventually, we must all grow up and face adult responsibilities, whether we wish to or not.”

      Lady Pendleton put a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “My dear, Lady Jersey is beckoning. I shall be gone but a moment. Dear Oliver, I shall entrust my daughter to you for a few minutes. I’m sure you have much to catch up on, far too much for one little ball. You must join us for dinner, perhaps Tuesday next? And your grandfather too, if he is in health?”

      He assured her that the elder Stanton was well, and when she had departed, turned to Julia. “Would you care for some punch?”

      She nodded. “It is rather a crush. Shall we lay claim to those chairs near the potted palm and have a bit of a coze?”

      “A brilliant plan!”

      Their old easy camaraderie returned immediately, and Oliver was pleased to discover that the girl he’d known was still there, although now housed in the form of a mature, elegant young woman. As he’d discerned from his first glimpse of her face, she did not enjoy the social whirl and had held it off as long as she could.

      “Philippa would be here as well, but she is laid up with a broken leg, and Mama insists my coming-out cannot be postponed any longer, as I shall be twenty next year and nearly on the shelf.”

      Oliver grimaced. “On the shelf? Somehow I cannot imagine Lady Pendleton as one of those pushy, matchmaking mothers.”

      Julia sighed. “All mothers are matchmakers. But you have the right of it—my parents are not the type to force me into an unwanted marriage. But they—Mother, really—do wish me to have a Season and see what comes of it, although I have sworn I shall never marry.”

      Oliver tilted his head toward her. “Never?”

      She shrugged and waved an arm toward the dance floor. “Not any of these frivolous Freddies, at least. I should dislike intensely having to fritter away the rest of my life in ballrooms when there are so many more interesting things to do.”

      He grinned. “Like pretending to be ghosts in the graveyard and frightening Mrs. O’Hara at the Twelfth Night celebration?”

      Julia snorted. “That was Kate’s idea. As I recall, you thought it was a capital trick at the time,” she said, relaxing back into the chair. “But no, it is just that I find the social whirl a dead bore and a scandalous waste of resources, when there are so many more worthwhile endeavors to occupy one’s time.”

      She told him about her work with the foundling home and the school she had helped organize for the purpose of providing the children with the skills necessary for earning a living for themselves. “I’d much rather be at tonight’s meeting of the Royal Historical Society, if you must know. They were to have a discussion on the druids and the purpose of standing stones, like those at Stonehenge. Finding you here, of course, has made the sacrifice quite bearable.”

      The smile on her pretty pink lips made his nerve endings tingle, and he wondered what it would be like to touch them with his own. He swallowed and forced himself to bring his thoughts in line.

      “I should have known that my Julia would prove to have hidden depths.” My Julia? Where did that come from? “Meaning, of course, that the girl who used to help me with my Latin declensions would never be content being nothing but a social butterfly.,” he added hastily. “I suspect there are still some traces of the impish hoyden I knew, no matter how skillful she has become at hiding them.”

      She snorted in a very un-ladylike manner. “Oh, she’s still here, I assure you. But she’s learned to make herself scarce when it is in her best interests to do so.”

      She waved a hand in his direction. “It isn’t only me, Oliver. You are easily the most handsome gentleman here tonight. I can see at least half a dozen young ladies staring at you adoringly, and the rest are looking daggers at me for monopolizing your attention.”

      Warmth spread through his body at her praise before he came to his senses and tamped it down. Julia was not for him. His old playmate, that was all.

      “Not the mothers, however,” he replied, shrugging carelessly. “Most may aspire much higher for their daughters than a banker’s son.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “They are foolish indeed if they do. I shouldn’t think you’d wish to wed their silly daughters anyway. You’ll do better finding one in your own time. You’ve years yet before you have to worry about such things.”

      At that point, their tête-à-tête was interrupted when a tall gangly youth in a canary jacket approached Julia to claim the dance he had bespoken earlier. Julia turned to Oliver with an apologetic expression and rose to fulfill her obligation. Rather than remain sitting alone, Oliver found a partner of his own from among the bevy of unengaged young ladies nearby, but could not keep his eyes from constantly seeking out Julia’s figure on the dance floor. His former playmate had indeed become a desirable woman, and he wasn’t the only gentleman to be aware of it. Add to that her status as a wealthy earl’s daughter, and he thought it likely she would be wed sooner than later… despite her denials.

      The thought of Julia wedding another bothered him more than it should, and his partner, seeing his frown, asked him if anything was wrong. Fortunately, the music stopped and Oliver pasted a smile on his face as he made a polite bow and escorted her off the dance floor. But something was wrong, and it wasn’t until later, after he watched more than one gentleman look at Julia in a predatory manner, that he could admit what it was. Jealousy. He wanted Julia for himself.

      But a marriage between them was impossible. While a titled gentleman in desperate financial circumstances might lower himself to marry into trade without tarnishing himself too badly, a woman who did so assumed the social status of her husband. While Julia’s parents were considerably more liberal than most of the aristocracy, he suspected they would prefer to keep her in their own social circle if they could. In any case, he was in no position yet to take a wife, as he was working many hours at the bank to prove himself to his grandfather and had little time to spend with a family. No, he might as well accept the fact that Julia would wed someone else.

      If he had any doubts on the matter, they evaporated at a subsequent event when he overheard her father in the card room mentioning to some cronies that he had hopes for a match with his heir, a distant cousin from Ireland. No, even the Pendletons would consider a banker’s grandson unworthy of their eldest daughter.

      As the Season progressed, Oliver deliberately made himself scarce from ton events, unless his grandfather insisted he do so on behalf of the firm. When he and Julia did encounter each other, she usually found a dance for him, and it was all he could do to maintain a mask of friendly aloofness. She seemed disappointed that they weren’t to continue their former closeness, but he found he couldn’t subject himself to being her close friend when he couldn’t declare his less-than-brotherly interest in her.

      The years passed, and the dreaded announcement of Julia’s betrothal to another man never came. Both of her younger sisters married titled gentlemen—Philippa, a viscount, and Sarah, a baronet. Oliver was at St. George’s for both weddings, and by then, Julia had become more reticent in his presence, no doubt a result of his own aloofness. He did wonder why she hadn’t married. Her sister Sarah had confided during a dance at Philippa’s wedding that Julia had turned down several offers, but seemed unwilling to give up her work with the foundlings to become the sort of society matron most of her suitors were expecting. Now if he were ever fortunate enough to become Julia’s husband, he would encourage her to follow her natural inclinations—for no other reason than that she was the woman with whom he desired to share his life. And now… after all these years of believing it impossible… tomorrow Julia Tate was to become his wife. He should be ecstatic. So why wasn’t he? Kate. Dead and gone for a year, and yet she had the power to drive a wedge between them. Surely that would change… eventually. Would it not?

      Oliver rubbed the back of his neck as he stood in front of the marble fireplace in his bedchamber, the last embers slowly going dark. The brandy decanter on the nearby table beckoned as a solution to the growing November chill, but he decided he’d had enough for one night. The last thing he wanted was to be jug-bitten on his wedding day. Julia deserved better than that. Tomorrow would be the beginning of their life together.

      He should call for Hanes to help him undress for bed so that he would be well rested for his wedding day. But he knew he wouldn’t sleep. What he really wanted to do was to sneak over to Pendleton House into Julia’s room and tell her all the things he hadn’t been able to tell her before. Why he hadn’t sought her out before. How his marriage to Kate had occurred. That she was the one he’d always wanted. And mostly he wanted to know if she could ever feel the same way about him. All the things he should have brought up before, but had been reluctant to do while she could still cry off. But now he wondered—what was she thinking, the night before the wedding, in her bed a few streets away? Was she sleeping peacefully at the thought of becoming his wife, or was she wishing she had never agreed to his proposal?

      He shivered as the air cooled and began pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace, arms folded across his chest.
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      At roughly the same time, Julia was pacing back and forth in front of her own fireplace, trying to convince herself that her doubts were nothing but pre-wedding jitters, as her mother had suggested. But after what she had overheard at the Stanton home that evening, painful memories reverberated in her mind, making sleep impossible. First, that she was a fool to marry a man who didn’t return her feelings, for whom she might never be more than second-best.   Why hadn’t she insisted on having a heart-to-heart talk with Oliver before agreeing to marry him? Because now it was too late. If she did not appear at St. George’s the next day, there would be a dreadful scandal. Oliver would be humiliated and never want to see her again. Her mother would be dreadfully cross about having to cancel all of her elaborate arrangements. And she would be condemned to once more watching Oliver marry another woman.

      Julia threw herself on the crumpled bed and had a good cry. When she had finally run out of tears, she leaned against the pillows and recalled the night eight years ago when she’d seen Oliver again and realized that she might be interested in marriage after all. In the intervening years since their separation, he’d grown taller, his shoulders had filled out, and his face—well, he had the sort of masculine good looks that young girls dreamed about—dark hair, intense brown eyes, a strong Roman nose, and a serious countenance that promised steadiness and dependability. While she hadn’t thought herself the type to fall victim to a handsome face, in this case… she would have had to be a fool not to be affected, and there weren’t many fools in the ballroom, she noted. The only lady’s eyes not on Oliver Stanton were her mother’s, and that was because her back had been turned to him when he approached their group.

      She smiled slightly as she recalled the expression on his face when she looked up to catch him staring at her as she danced with young Hughley. Her heart beat wildly in her chest and she almost missed a step, so impatient was she for the dance to end so that she could renew their acquaintance.

      By happy chance, he seemed equally eager to talk to her, and even better, their old camaraderie seemed to be there still.  The brief time they had together was the most stimulating time she’d ever had at a ball, and she thought Oliver was equally thrilled to renew their friendship. There was a certain look of admiration in his eyes that gave her hope that his interest might take a more intimate direction, as hers had. Now that they were both in London, she anticipated that they would see each other at other events and become reacquainted as adults… and who knew what would happen. All sorts of possibilities had cascaded through her mind, and the revolving theme in all of them was Oliver and her. Together.

      Castles in the air, all of it.

      For the remainder of the Season—and all subsequent ones—Oliver made himself scarce, at least where Julia was concerned. An old friend might be expected to call at least once or twice, and perhaps even take her on a drive through the park, for old time’s sake. When that didn’t happen, Julia could not help but think he was deliberately avoiding her. When their paths did cross, he would shrug and mumble something about his demanding work at the bank, which she believed could be true, knowing his grandfather as she did, as well as Oliver’s determination to please him. But he’d been seen at other events—just not those she attended, even when her mother saw to it that he was invited. He hadn’t shown preference to any lady, though, so Julia still had hope that one day, when he was ready to settle down, his interest might settle on her. Seasons and years passed, and Julia had almost convinced herself she wasn’t in love with Oliver after all when she heard that he was engaged to marry. And not just to any lady—Kate.

      Julia hugged herself tightly as she always did when reliving the anguish and despair of the moment when she’d realized that Oliver was lost to her forever.  The fact that it was her best friend Kate was a double blow, since Kate was the only person who knew the depth of her feelings for Oliver. Her cheeks were hot as she tossed her head back and forth on the pillow, recalling that dreadful day when she’d locked herself in her room, refusing to eat, her mind reeling with images of Kate and Oliver together, laughing at her… or worse, pitying her.

      Dark days indeed. If it hadn’t been for the constant demands of her charitable work, she might have never come out of it. Devoting her days to helping the less fortunate had helped dull the pain of heartbreak.  She’d even managed to convince herself that all that remained of her feelings for Oliver was nostalgia for their childhood bond… until the news came that Kate had been killed in a carriage accident.

      Julia covered her face with her hands as she recalled her initial reaction of joy that Oliver was free again, and then her utter shame that she’d been essentially finding pleasure in Kate’s death. Her former friend was gone forever, leaving her infant daughter motherless and Oliver undoubtedly in the throes of grief—and all she could do was wonder if she and Oliver might have a future after all. And when only three weeks ago—his year of mourning barely ended—he had in fact made her an offer of marriage, she had found herself unable to refuse, in spite of her misgivings.

      But now—after the drunken words of the revelers at Oliver’s bachelor party—the doubts came back in full force. Marriage was for a lifetime. What if Oliver’s feelings for her would never equal those he had for Kate? Could she bear to live with him year in and year out knowing that he still grieved his first wife? And while she didn’t believe her dowry to be much of an inducement for the heir apparent of a wealthy banking family, her social connections might be. In fact, she could imagine his grandfather making the suggestion that he offer for the eldest Pendleton daughter, a spinster at twenty-seven, and a childhood friend as well—and Oliver shrugging and thinking he might as well do it as not.

      The very thought caused her to flinch, and she knew she couldn’t go through with it. But… how could she not go through it? Leaving Oliver at the altar would cause a dreadful scandal, as well as shame and humiliate him. She’d almost certainly lose his friendship, as well as put paid to her chance of ever becoming his wife. It was one of those moments when she’d prefer to have the ground open up and swallow her than face the humiliating consequences of her actions. That was what set her to reflecting on her mother’s own fall-through-the-earth moment and what she’d done about it, and before Julia knew it, she was dressed in gray travel clothes and an old cloak and heading out the door to hail a hackney cab, coins and jewelry clinking together in her pockets.

      Just do it, she told herself. Escape to another time until you can clear your thoughts and come to term with the fact that Oliver is now forever lost to you.  And have a royally great adventure while you’re at it, because there will still be a great deal of unpleasantness to deal with when you finally decide to return.
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      “Mummy, that lady is a ghost!”

      Julia heard the little girl’s screech before she was fully aware of her surroundings, a garden of some sort—were those rose bushes?—not far from a rather hideous statue. Her legs crumpled beneath her and she landed in a heap on the cold ground, releasing a rather shrill scream of her own. Madame Herne had warned her that she might feel rather unsettled for a few minutes after entry; it was not unlike the queasiness that often came upon her during a lengthy carriage trip.

      Leaning back on the ground, she closed her eyes and tried to take in as many breaths of fresh air as she could. It smelled differently from what she was used to, but it did help to blow away the nausea.

      “The lady dressed in period costume? Oh dear, she seems to be ill! Do you need help, my dear?”

      Julia opened her eyes to find herself surrounded by a small crowd, mostly women and children. For a moment, she was silent, scrutinizing those around her. She’d been warned to expect to see women in trousers and other odd forms of dress, but the reality of it was startling. The thirtyish woman bending over her had a drawing of a heart with an arrow through it on her cheek and small gold rings on her eyebrows. The young girl hanging back grasped her hand and tried to pull her away.

      “Get back, Mummy! I saw her appear out of nowhere. She’s magical!”

      “Mummy” rolled her eyes. “Don’t be silly, Quinn. The poor woman is ill, that’s all. I wish your father wouldn’t let you spend so much time playing computer games.”

      Julia pushed herself up to a sitting position. “Thank you. I believe I’m well enough now. It was just a-a momentary weakness.”

      She smiled at the terrified child, around six years old, wearing an aqua-colored coat with an odd metal fastening over navy blue trousers that clung to every curve of her leg—and her shoes! Quite the most singular shoes she had ever seen—bright pink and parrot green with white ties and soles.

      But then, two hundred years had passed, she reminded herself. Undoubtedly, the world was a different place. Wasn’t that the reason she had come? To find a respite from her problems until she could was ready to resolve them?

      Taking the woman’s outstretched hand, she rose to her feet and dusted off her skirts. The little girl backed away. Her mother gave Julia an apologetic look. “I’m sorry. This isn’t typical of her.” She waved her arm to indicate the expanses of the park. “But I suppose an event like this might tend to unloose a child’s imagination.”

      An event like this? Julia’s face must have signaled her confusion, because the woman gave her an odd look.

      “Winter Wonderland. Isn’t that why you’re here, dressed as you are?”

      Julia swallowed and nodded her head. “Er-yes, of course,” she lied. Winter Wonderland?

      The group around her began to disperse, and she reiterated her thanks as she scrambled to follow them. Outside of the garden area she found herself encompassed by a group of people moving away in the opposite direction, toward the sounds of the odd music she’d been hearing in the distance.

      Turning the corner, she stopped in mid-stride and nearly stumbled, causing the people behind her to swear loudly and push her to the side, where she stared open-mouthed at the staggering conglomeration of amusements she assumed was “Winter Wonderland.”

      The first thing that struck her was the enormous wheel, covered with lights, rotating round and round, as though powered by magic. What could it possibly be? As she moved closer, she could hear screams of delight—and were those seats with people on them? Why would anyone want to do that? What if the whole structure came tumbling down? She stood and watched it for a time, mesmerized by rotation of the wheel and the growing queues of people waiting their turn.

      But there were other strange delights she found when she finally turned away to explore a Hyde Park she would never have recognized. Lights were everywhere—in daylight!—of all colors, more spectacular even than those she’d seen at Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens during the celebration for the King’s birthday. There were signs made of moving lights!!!—and trees covered with them, booths and stalls with trinkets and sweets for sale, and the smell of food being cooked that reminded her she hadn’t eaten for nearly a full day. Ignoring the protests of her stomach, she wandered around in a daze, taking in the many other diversions around her—the extraordinary mechanical contrivances that spun people around and turned them upside down and made her shiver with horror—the excitement of the children and the joy in their parents’ eyes as they bought them a treat or watched them riding the painted mechanical horses that moved up and down as they spun in a circle of lights, in time to music that reminded her of the concert of Bach organ music she’d attended once.

      Her own appearance attracted no more attention than a brief look of surprise from a few, a smile from others. No doubt they thought her part of the entertainment, while to her—she chuckled at the thought—they were the peculiar ones. Most were dressed for the chilly weather, with coats of all varying types and colors—long and short, thin or puffy, with buttons or metal fasteners, hoods somewhat similar to the one on her own cloak or knit caps or odd sorts of hats on their heads. There were rings in noses, lips, and eyebrows in addition to the traditional earlobes, and on more than one occasion she saw little skin drawings like what she’d seen on the face of the child’s mother in the garden peeking out of coats and scarves. The unusual streaks of color in some people’s hair intrigued her. She knew a few ladies in her own time who discreetly “enhanced” their hair, usually to mask signs of aging, but she’d never seen anyone with hair of peacock blue or rose pink or purple. And the orange color—heaven forbid!—was the same color of the saffron gown her mother had wanted her to wear for her presentation ball!

      The thought of her mother brought a lump to her throat. She would know—everyone would know by now—that Julia had fled. The wedding guests would be sent home. Oliver would know she wasn’t to be his wife after all. But he wouldn’t know why. Nobody would. She wished she had had the presence of mind to leave a note, to keep them from worrying about her. But what would she have said? That she was leaving her groom at the altar—they already knew that—and escaping to the future instead? The very idea made her snort in an unladylike manner. Talk about scandal! She could see the headlines now—in her mother’s favorite scandal sheet, The Teatime Tattler—Earl’s Daughter Loses Sanity on Eve of Wedding. Stanton Banking Heir Jilted at Altar, Bride Confined to Bedlam.

      No, she couldn’t have left such a note to anyone outside her immediate family. There would be enough of a scandal to deal with as it was, when she returned. Because she would return, of course. Madame Herne had given her specific instructions on how to do that. But not yet. Not until she’d had her fill of this wonderful twenty-first century wonderland.

      Sitting down to rest on a bench, she watched as a pair of lovers strolled by holding hands, and then a family with a young child crying and complaining that he was hungry.

      “Be a dear and get him a waffle, won’t you, Tom? He refused to eat his breakfast and you know how he makes me crazy when he whines like this.”

      Her husband’s lip curled. “You give in to his every whim. It’s no wonder he’s incorrigible. What the boy needs is some serious discipline.”

      The mother folded her arms across her chest. “Really, Tom? Must we have this conversation again? Here? It’s like, every time we go on an outing, you have to find fault with everything.”

      They moved their row out of Julia’s hearing, but she watched as “Tom” eventually buckled under his wife’s scolding and purchased the boy something to eat at a nearby stall.

      The noises in her belly reminded her that she needed something to eat herself. But first she needed to obtain some money. Madame Herne had advised her to find an antique shop or a coin shop where she could sell her jewelry and coins, but to be careful not to display them among a crowd of people, as there were pickpockets everywhere in London, even in the twenty-first century.

      Craning her neck, she decided the best way to exit the park was to stroll in the opposite direction from the flow of the park visitors. It was slow going at first, but it gave her more of a chance to observe these extraordinary people of the future. The blond-bearded young man wearing green pants with swatches of olive and brown with pockets in rather inconvenient places. The men and women who carried tiny infants in pouches strapped around their chests. The adolescent wearing a scandalously short black skirt with canary-colored stockings tucked into lavender shoes with ties of rose pink. The man with wild eyes and slovenly beard with his arms around the girl’s waist was decidedly not her father, although clearly he was old enough to be. Where were her parents? Julia wondered. Children that young were not capable of discernment, she thought disapprovingly recalling her brief infatuation with her Italian music teacher.

      As she approached the boundary of the park and the cacophony of the festival faded, she began to hear other noises, quite loud ones, indicating movement. Fast movement, far faster than a horse or carriage. Which shouldn’t be surprising, really, after two hundred years. When she caught her first glimpse of a twenty-first century vehicle, she stopped in her tracks, her hands fluttering to cover her mouth. Peculiar mechanical contrivances of all shapes and sizes, dozens of them, so close together she instinctively moved backward in expectation of a collision. The smell of the air had changed as well. Exactly what it was she didn’t know, but the thought occurred to her that the horsey odors she was used to might be preferable.

      Wondering how she might cross the street, she observed a crowd of people gathering near a box with colored lights. When the lights changed color, the vehicles stopped and allowed the people to cross. What a good idea, she thought. Something like this would definitely be useful in the London I know.  She joined the next group as it gathered to wait for the change in the light, and was able to safely cross the street.

      Now, where to go to find an antique shop? Clearly she would have to ask someone, but everyone around her seemed to be in a hurry to get somewhere. As she strolled along a paved path, she felt a drop of rain of her nose and looked up to see the dark clouds gathering above. Rain was on the way—and rather a lot of it, if she wasn’t mistaken. Pulling the hood of her cloak tightly to her head, she glanced around for shelter. The best option seemed a large building with a Palladian portico on the corner of the busy street. Hoping the owners wouldn’t mind her taking shelter there, she ran through the painted green gate just as the rain started pouring down in torrents.

      She’d been standing there a few minutes, beginning to feel the sudden chilling of the air through her fur-lined cloak when the door to the house opened and a stout, middle-aged woman gestured for her to come inside.

      “Weren’t you told to come in through the back entrance? We’ve been expecting you for over an hour, you know. Dear me, you must be freezing to death out there… might have a bit of snow this evening, or so they say.”

      Julia’s mouth fell open. They were expecting her? No, of course not. She was being mistaken for someone else.

      “I don’t think…” she began, but was interrupted by another, taller, woman, who unhooked her cloak and dragged her into a back room.

      “The hair needs some work,” she commented as she surveyed Julia’s appearance. The dress is the right period, but the freckles! The agency surely knows proper ladies of the Regency did not have freckles.”

      Julia’s eyes narrowed. She’d heard enough of that nonsense in her early years. “I assure you, they did, madam, if that was the complexion they were born with.” Scrubbing them with lemon juice and taking parasols everywhere had never made much of a difference, so she had learned to accept hers gracefully.

      The tall woman raised her eyebrows and mumbled something about the “impertinence of young people these days,” and the other woman brought her some coffee and biscuits, and before she knew what was happening, her hair was restyled, her gown brushed and tidied, and she was sent upstairs to the “Striped Drawing Room” to mingle with the guests and talk to them about what it was like to live in “the Regency.”

      There was an awkward moment or two before she learned that “the Regency” was the period from 1811-1820 when the Prince of Wales ruled as his father’s proxy until the king’s death in 1820. The Prince had been Regent for nearly two years in her own time, but nobody she knew called it “the Regency.” And she hadn’t, of course, known the date of the King’s death. That caused a tear or two until she realized suddenly that he had been dead for nearly 200 years, and so was everyone else she knew. Even she herself. Just thinking about it made her head spin.

      But she didn’t have long to brood, because there were visitors to talk to. And other interesting things to learn—more awkward moments—such as the name of the house—Apsley House—and its most famous occupant—the Duke of Wellington, who turned out to be Arthur Wellesley, a particular friend of her father’s who, in her time, had only recently been made a marquess. From listening to the guides of some of the groups who toured the house, she learned that Wellesley had triumphed against the French emperor in a famous battle in an obscure Belgian town called Waterloo… that he had been showered with lavish gifts from all over the world, and even become Prime Minister. How intriguing!

      Although she found it amusing to speak with the visitors about attending balls and dinners and answering a multitude of questions about the period in which she lived, she was relieved when the young woman whose place she had taken finally arrived, and she could leave to continue her explorations of the London of the future. What else might she discover before returning to her own time?
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