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As a reader, you may wonder why some words seem misspelt, but as an Australian writer, I use English spellings rather than American ones. I have used the spell check, but with an Australian slant.

I loved recounting Julia's story and hope you enjoyed the unfolding story of the trials and successes she endured.

If you liked the book and have a minute to spare, I would appreciate a short review on the page or site where you bought the book. Your help in spreading the word is appreciated. Reviews from readers like you make a massive difference in helping new readers find stories like Julia’s Second Chance.

Contact me at

robyncrye.author@gmail.com
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Prologue


Julia
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After a long courtship, Aaron Sutton had proposed. While she expected the proposal, Julia found herself torn. In her teenage dreams, Julia had believed that a love match was what she wanted, but no man had caught her eye after two seasons. When Sutton asked her father for permission to court her, she knew her fantasy was dead. A merger of her family and Sutton’s would help both families. Julia’s refusal of his proposal was not a choice.

When they began walking out, Julia discovered that Aaron had a sense of humour and that his courtesy was pleasing. Aaron called every day, and the couple would ride together and take carriage rides to the park so people could see them together. He asked her to accompany him to the theatre and the opera and to save two dances for him at balls and social functions. The more she saw Aaron, the more she came to care for him, and Julia believed that she and Aaron Sutton would be a good match. 

As a young girl, Julia’s dream was to marry for love, and when Aaron asked to court her, she resigned herself to accept his offer. Julia never imagined that during their courtship, she would grow to care for her future husband, but the affection she felt for him seemed to grow every day. She closed her eyes and visualised her betrothed. He was tall and slim; his face was pleasant, and his bright blue eyes twinkled with humour. There were far worse options in the men of the ton, and it pleased Julia not to associate with most of them.

While Aaron was the second son of an earl, his lack of land and an estate didn’t hinder him. He was involved in trade and made a name for himself in the merchant world. Society deemed merchants to be unworthy of respect, but Aaron chose to ignore them. Julia’s family would not have looked favourably on a second son in the ordinary course of events. Despite his affection for his daughter, her father considered Julia the family’s ugly duckling, and marrying her off fast to leave the field open for her sister was paramount.

Julia’s mother was in a frenzy as she planned the perfect wedding for her daughter. Even though Julia would marry a second son, her mother would not give up on the preparations. Julia was bewildered by the strict protocols her mother insisted on following. Without her friend Sarah Ellingsworth, she would have retired to her room, only showing herself on her wedding day. 

When her mother asked for suggestions for flowers, food, or any other details she discussed, Sarah stepped in and calmed Mrs Marstella with a skill Julia envied. Sarah was to be Julia’s only attendant, and Aaron had chosen his oldest brother to be his best man. Unlike many society weddings, Julia convinced her mother that she didn’t need three or four attendants and gaggles of flower girls. The wedding was significant to Julia, and she didn’t want it overshadowed by unnecessary additions.

Julia’s excitement grew as the wedding arrangements settled, but she had one complaint: with all the wedding details, she saw less and less of Aaron. He occasionally called and often chatted with Sarah while Julia’s mother kept her busy with inconsequential information. Julia chaffed at her mother’s control, particularly when Aaron called, and she had to attend to something her mother considered essential. If she couldn’t spend time with Aaron, it annoyed Julia that he and Sarah seemed very friendly, and her friend spent the time with her fiancé that she couldn’t.

Four days before the wedding, Julia expected to see Sarah, but a note arrived saying she could not help Julia with the wedding preparations that day. Julia spent most of the day strolling in the garden or reading a book, as it seemed she had completed her mother’s endless tasks. With a free day, Julia hoped Aaron would call, but as the daylight hours slipped away, it was clear that her intended had other, more important things to do than see his prospective wife.

An early morning messenger arrived the following day, requesting a meeting with Lord Marstella. The man entered her Father’s study, but whatever was in the message angered Lord Marstella. After a period of raised voices and expletives, her father and the pale-faced messenger strode along the hallway.

“Benz, send a message to the stables. I want the carriage readied immediately.”

Julia watched her father’s red, angry face and wondered what had caused such a response. For the most part, her father was calm and never swore or shouted in front of his family. The news he received must be unsettling. Julia shrugged and walked along the hallway to the breakfast room. Her mother had a list sitting alongside her plate, and Julia groaned at the thought that her mother might have more wedding-related tasks for her.

“Why do you think the news the messenger delivered angered Father?”

Her mother frowned slightly. “I hope it wasn’t bad news, but whatever it was seems to have put him out of sorts.”

Lady Marstella tapped the list sitting beside her plate. When she lifted it to give Julia instructions, Julia shook her head.

“No, mother. Whatever we haven’t done for the wedding can be left to the last minute. I haven’t spoken with Aaron in weeks; whenever he arrives, you hand me a list of tasks I must complete, and then he talks to Sarah. I am supposed to marry him, and you try to keep us apart at every opportunity. Why do you do that?”

“Goodness me, Julia. You have a lifetime to talk to the man. Your wedding is essentially a trial run for your sister, so it needs to be perfect. I expect to organise a large society wedding with peers and other important guests when Esther makes a match.”

“Considering Esther is coming out next year, you have plenty of time to worry about her wedding.”

Julia finished her breakfast and, collecting her sketchbook, sat in the garden thinking about what was coming. There were only three days until she became Lady Sutton, and she was excited to move to Aaron’s home and begin her new life. Even in her dreamy state, she heard the carriage return and a flurry of angry voices as her Father entered the foyer. When a maid walked outside, Julia looked up in surprise. 

“Lady Julia, your father wishes to speak to you in the parlour.”

Julia followed the maid inside, only to find her mother and father in the parlour. Her father looked furious, but her mother seemed calm.

“Sit down, Julia.”

Her father’s voice sounded strange, and suddenly Julia suspected something terrible had happened.

“There is no way to say this without upsetting you, but Aaron Sutton and your best friend, Sarah Ellingsworth, eloped last night. There will be no wedding for you.”

Julia shook her head. Did her father say that Aaron and Sarah had eloped? She must have heard wrong. Surely her betrothed and best friend wouldn’t betray her? But the expression on her father’s face told her that what he said was true. As her stomach rolled, Julia found breathing difficult; her head felt fuzzy, and she had a pain in her chest. Julia staggered to her feet as the tears ran down her face. Sobbing, she glared at her mother.

“This is your fault. You pushed Sarah and Aaron together every time he visited, and you took me away from him, filling my time with mindless tasks. Is this what you wanted? Did you even care if I got married, or were you so caught up with planning the perfect wedding for Esther that what happened to me didn’t matter? You were mistaken; I will not have a lifetime to talk to my husband when we marry.”

Julia walked from the room; the plans she had made for her life shattered. How had she let her mother manipulate her in such a heartless way? Belatedly, Julia realised that her mother didn’t care about her marriage; the woman was only concerned about having a practice for Esther’s future wedding. She never suspected Sarah of deliberately keeping her away from Aaron, but the more she thought about her friend’s behaviour, the more she realised that she had been naive. 

Julia shut herself in her bedroom for the following days and refused to come out. She wallowed in her misery, alternating between bouts of weeping and all-encompassing rage. Her heart ached, and Julia could not see a reason to leave her room, knowing what would happen next. She recalled Aaron’s face as he smiled at her during their courting period, and she ached to feel his arms around her. How could she face her family after the scandal that marred her wedding?

The aftermath of her public humiliation would be detrimental to her; despite being the innocent victim, the society dowagers would declare her ruined, and her parents would exile her to the country so as not to ruin Esther’s chances. Julia gritted her teeth. If she could get her hands on the cheaters and liars, she would tear strips off them. Did her fiancé or best friend think about how badly she would suffer because of their actions? The scandal surrounding Aaron and Sarah’s elopement would die down, and the members of the ton would welcome them back into society, while Julia languished in the country. They had stolen her dreams and hopes. Her future looked bleak; she would suffer in the country for years and years, and would return to her parents’ house when she was well past marriage and childbearing age, to become the unpaid spinster who had to be moved from house to house depending on her family’s needs.

Before her mother packed her off to the country, Esther begged Julia’s forgiveness. Esther knew that her mother was using Julia’s wedding to prepare for the extravagant wedding she hoped to hold when she married a man with a title. Esther didn’t care about the title or the vast wedding; she wanted a man to care for her. Things had gone so wrong for Julia, and Esther knew that the elopement of Aaron and Sarah had ruined her sister’s life. She vowed to take them to task once they re-entered society. How dare they ruin Julia and waltz back into social events without guilt?
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Three years later

Julia sat in the garden, surrounded by the colourful blooms that sprang up as spring arrived. The gardens were private, and Julia spent many hours in their privacy. After her betrothed had jilted her, Julia retired to the country. Even though Aaron and Sarah were the ones who had caused the scandal, they left Julia’s reputation in tatters. Society and her mother considered Julia no better than a light skirt and treated her like a pariah.

Pushing aside the memories that assailed her, Julia stood as she noticed a footman arrive. The man held a note, and Julia wondered at its origin. The message was unexpected since she had no contact with the local gentry and hadn’t seen her parents since Esther’s wedding two years ago.

“Miss Julia, a rider, has just delivered this message. Do you want me to ask him to wait for your reply?”

“Thank you, Jarrod. Give me a minute to read this.”

After scanning the message, Julia smiled at the messenger.

“Jarrod, I have no reply to the message, but you’d best inform Garrett that my sister and her husband, accompanied by a nanny and their son, will arrive soon.”

As the footman walked away, Julia collected her embroidery and novel and followed him. She knew that Garrett, the butler, would have activated the household staff to welcome the visitors by the time she reached the house. She would disrupt Garret’s organisation if she did something, so she awaited her visitors in the parlour.

.

The level of noise in the entryway was just short of raucous. The family travelled with an entourage. Outriders, who acted as footmen, carried enough trunks to make a person believe that the family was staying for months.  Esther’s Lady’s maid, the nanny for the toddler and heir to the realm, and Lord Higgens’s valet made up the number of people in the entry.

Julia remained in the parlour, not wanting to add to the chaos, until her sister and brother-in-law entered. Julia rose to greet her guests with a smile and a hug.

“To what do I owe the pleasure of your company?”

Esther fidgeted momentarily and said, “Can we leave serious discussions until after you give us food? I am famished, and I’m sure the staff and our little cherub are as hungry. We pushed on after breakfast because the publican predicted a storm.”

“Sorry, where are my manners? Give me a minute to speak to the cook. I won’t be long.”

When Julia left the room, Esther looked at her husband.

“Do you want to explain what is happening, or should I?’

Lord Higgens grinned at his wife. “Sorry, my love. Your family, your task. Regardless of who tells her, the news will be unwelcome.”

The rattling of crockery sounded as morning tea arrived, and the conversation became general. Julia caught up with the city’s goings-on and regaled her relations with the news from
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