
Chapter One

			Despite being in a crowded office, Taylor Sparks was entirely in a world of her own, as was often the case. She worked for a marketing company that mostly dealt in household goods. At the moment, she and her team were working on a new breakfast cereal campaign, and to say her heart wasn’t in it was an understatement.

			Taylor had finished the work she needed to do this morning an hour ago, and since then her mind had flitted from one idea to the next. She tapped her pen incessantly on her notepad and drummed the fingers on her other hand. These stims helped quiet her ADHD symptoms.

			Her notepad that was largely filled with hearts, arrows piercing hearts, and more hearts. Anyone who saw her scribbles would think her hopelessly in love, but in fact the opposite was true.

			At twenty-six Taylor’d had her heart broken—the last time, a year ago. But that didn’t discourage her from being in love with love. She was quite sure and quite determined to find it someday. That was something she knew for certain. Taylor would never give up on love.

			Taylor’s phone beeped and knocked her out of her daydream. It was a notification from a dating app that she should have deleted by now. She should have known better, but she opened it and saw a nice-looking woman, whose profile described her as: Up for a laugh, and looking for no-strings fun.

			She sighed and closed the app, then finally deleted it. Taylor wanted strings, many strings, love, and a committed relationship. It’s what she’d daydreamed about her whole life. How could you find something so pure and beautiful on a dating app?

			How could you judge a person based on a brief profile and a quick appraisal of their looks? The person you swiped left on could be the love of your life if you had only got to know them the old-fashioned way—the very old-fashioned way.

			Brilliant, thought Taylor. The perfect line for an advert. She wrote it down. Fall in love the old-fashioned way—the very old-fashioned way.

			Taylor got a text from her friend Margo: You ready for lunch?

			Lunchtime finally. Taylor hated to be sitting this long, just one of the ways this job was killing her. She liked to be on her feet, moving, putting her energy into something she enjoyed, not breakfast cereal campaigns.

			She shut down her computer and grabbed her handbag before texting back, On my way.

			Margo worked for a different company but in the same building as Taylor, so they always met up for lunch. They’d first met when their companies teamed up for a joint charity event. Both Taylor and Margo were on the event committee, got on like a house on fire, and became friends ever since.

			Margo was the head of the editing team in her company’s publishing business and loved her job. Taylor envied her in that.

			Taylor travelled down in the busy lift until she reached the Garden Cafe’s floor. They were lucky to have this place in the building. There was greenery everywhere, making it a change from her grey, dreary office, and the food was excellent. As nice as it was, Taylor couldn’t bear to sit down indoors, so they often got sandwiches to go and walked over to the park, even when it was a frosty December day like today. They were fortunate that their building was minutes from Green Park, lucky indeed in the built-up centre of London.

			Both of them liked to get exercise during lunchtime, so they only sat to eat and then went for a brisk walk. The only weather they didn’t venture out in was rain and snow, but today was dry and crisp.

			Taylor heard her name called and saw Margo catching up with her.

			“Hi, Margo.”

			“Hey. Let’s get some food before our favourite picnic bench at the park is gone.”

			They purchased their food and made their way out onto the busy London streets.

			“Good morning?” Taylor asked.

			“Yes, excellent,” Margo said. “I’m working with a new young author. That’s always the most exciting bit for me, the start of a literary journey. How was yours?”

			Taylor sighed. “Boring as usual. I was working on this new cereal brand. I was finished in a few hours and spent the rest of the time itching for the clock to go round.”

			“You’re wasted in that company, Taylor. You’re one of the best marketing people I’ve seen. Come and work for us. I know it’s not your own business that you dreamed of, but at least it’s a creative business, not cereal and washing powder brand campaigns. My publisher is crying out for someone like you.”

			Margo wasn’t kidding. Working with books and authors would be more interesting than what she was currently doing, but Taylor was frightened she would get comfortable and not push herself to start the business that was her dream, the project that she had been planning for the past six months.

			“I think I need to be this bored at work to keep pushing myself. How else will I keep the hunger to open my own business?”

			They walked in through the park gates and made their way over to the picnic bench they liked best. It was situated most beautifully next to a lake, where they could watch the water.

			“How did your meeting go with the investor you lined up?” Margo asked.

			“Not so good. They made me feel like I was wasting their time. If I’d gone to them with an online business model, it would have been looked at differently.”

			“And your business is more unique than that.”

			“It certainly is. But I won’t let myself be downhearted. The Regency Romance Club can be a success. I know it can.”

			“With your energy behind it, Sparkle, I know it can,” Margo said.

			Taylor laughed at the use of the nickname her friends gave her. “I just know there is a market out there for finding love in a more traditional way.”

			“I know what you mean. I did the whole online dating thing for the longest time, and I met some odd people. You can’t judge a book by its cover, and I include my little girl’s father in that.”

			Taylor smiled broadly. “Then you met the most interesting, sweetest man ever.”

			“That I would have swiped past if I saw him on a dating app.”

			Josh Webb—three-time gold medal winning Olympic snowboarder and adrenaline junky—would never have made a match on any app with Margo, a decade older than him and the well-respected senior editor at one of the world’s biggest publishers.

			But when Margo’s company was publishing Josh’s autobiography, the two of them, who were like chalk and cheese, fell hopelessly in love.

			“You see? That’s exactly what I want to replicate in the Regency Romance Club. To bring people together who wouldn’t normally meet and give them the social environment to get to know the people under the surface.”

			“I know. That’s what’s missing from today’s dating game. When I met Josh, I judged him. I thought he was an egomaniac man-child, but once I saw underneath, he was so much more. I mean, he is still a man-child, but his personality keeps me young and reminds me not to be so serious. I perish to think what would have happened if I hadn’t met him. My little Clara wouldn’t have the perfect stepfather, or the little sister who came along quite quickly after Josh and I got to know each other better.”

			“You saw beyond the cover. That’s what I want my clients to experience.”

			They finished their sandwiches and began a brisk walk around the small circuit they could fit in before the end of lunch break.

			Taylor took a big lungful of cold air. “I don’t know what I’d do if I couldn’t get out to walk at lunchtime.”

			“You certainly keep me fit. I can hardly keep up with you,” Margo said.

			Taylor looked to her side and saw Margo struggling to keep up. She immediately slowed down.

			She loved walking and hiking, just like some of Jane Austen’s heroines. It calmed her unquiet mind. “I can’t bear being stuck in the office for too long. I need to be out in the fresh air. I’m going to come unglued if I stay in this nine-to-five rat race.”

			“Let me ask Josh if he’s got any contacts, investors we could introduce you to.” Through his sponsorships, Josh probably did meet many companies and businesspeople.

			“Okay, thanks. It’s worth a try, but don’t worry about it over Christmas. We both need a break.”

			“I know. Josh goes all over the world so much, and it’ll be nice to have him in the same place for a while,” Margo said.

			“Are you still going to Switzerland in the New Year for the snowboarding?” Taylor asked.

			“Oh yes. Clara and her dad can play in the snow to their hearts’ content, and I can enjoy the spa.” Margo smiled. “Are your mum and dad having the whole family?”

			“Yes. The invasion, as Mum likes to call it. She loves every minute of it, though. My three brothers, partners, wives, husbands, and children. It will be a madhouse.”

			“I don’t know how you survive it.”

			“I love it—Christmas and the family invading, although you have to be able to outshout everyone to be heard at any point. My brothers and their spouses rely on me to keep the kids occupied, since I never can sit still anyway.”

			Margo laughed. “You must be exhausted by the time you get back to work.”

			“Not me. I get tired when I stop doing anything. I’ve got to be on the go.”

			“Don’t I know it?” Margo stopped to catch her breath. “Can we head back before my lack of fitness makes me faint?”

			“Sure.” Taylor laughed. Her mum was always telling her to slow down life, or she might miss it.

			“Let’s go then. A boring afternoon awaits.”

			* * *

			The china on the tea tray rattled as Jaq Bailey shouldered her way through her study door. She put the tray on her desk, and the cup and spoon rattled against each other again, the only sound, apart from the clock ticking, in this empty room.

			Bailey used a spoon to give the teapot one last stir and then lifted the tea strainer to pour out the loose-leaf tea. Others would think having a proper cup of tea, made in a teapot, with real tea leaves a complete waste of time—not for Bailey, though.

			The art of making a real pot of tea brought calm to her mind, always had. The time it took to prepare everything and wait for it to brew made you slow down, and so made your mind slow down.

			She poured the tea through a strainer into a bone china cup that sat on a matching saucer until the cup was a few inches from full. Bailey liked her tea without milk, a trait inherited from her mother, so she only needed to add one spoonful of sugar with her silver spoon and the tea was ready.

			The tea set, as well as the way Bailey took her tea, was passed on from her mother. She stirred the cup and then tapped the spoon three times on the edge of the cup, an essential part of the meditative process, and carried her cup and saucer over to the window.

			Bailey needed the meditation more than ever today. It was a day when large numbers of the population were blissfully happy, and she was anything but. Christmas Day. She took a sip of her tea and looked out onto the cold and frosty scene before her.

			Children were running around the street with bikes and new toys, while parents looked on beaming with pride, terrified that their precious little one would fall off their new bike or scooter or many other kinds of wheeled toys. Bailey had hoped it would rain so that she would be spared this nausea-inducing happiness before her.

			It was one of the hazards of living in such a family-friendly area. This old nineteenth-century house had been in her family for a couple of generations, and the houses that lined each side of the road, with their large rooms and ever larger gardens to the rear, attracted middle class families who wanted room to grow and a safe area to play in.

			Unfortunately for Bailey, the thought of moving was too big a change for her. She liked things to be unchanging. There was safety in that, and after the few years she’d had, the main thing Bailey wanted was the safety of sameness.

			She took another sip and a bite from the biscuit lying on the edge of her saucer. The adults were no better, either following their children around with their phones videoing them, or walking along with garishly wrapped presents in bags or Christmas bottle bags with cascading ribbons hanging from them.

			They were clearly either delivering presents or on their way to Christmas lunch with family or friends.

			She couldn’t blame the children for buying into the Christmas myth of happiness and joy, but the adults had no such excuse. They knew life was not like the Christmas myth they perpetuated in their children, going into debt each year to finance greed for items that would be thrown away and forgotten by the next Christmas and pretending to enjoy being in their families’ company for a whole day, stuffing themselves with food to the point of feeling sick.

			At least she didn’t have any family left to invite her to lunch any more. Not that she would have gone, but it saved her making any excuses.

			“Enough of this. Please, God, bring them rain.”

			She put her tea on her desk and went over to tend the open fire. Bailey picked up the poker and agitated the wood that was nearly burned down, then added a few more logs.

			“Why couldn’t it rain?” Bailey asked.

			Rain suited her mood, since it had rained in her soul for the last few years, not that she’d been the life of the party before her life changed forever, before Ellis.

			Live the life you want to live. Live it to the fullest, Bailey. Ellis’s words were a constant in her mind.

			Bailey’s best friend in the world had died two years ago, and it had broken Bailey. No matter Ellis’s wishes and advice to her for after she passed on, Bailey didn’t take it.

			She didn’t want to take the advice—she wanted to live with the pain and misery, because she deserved it. So a Christmas Day in a big empty lonely house suited her mood. Before she thought of any more memories, she went over to her desk to finish her tea and restart work.

			Dr. Jaq Bailey was a professor of early modern history and had taught at Cambridge University until her friend’s tragic death. When Ellis passed away, she took a year-long sabbatical, but that time had come and gone, and the sabbatical had been extended and extended, and she’d retreated into herself at home.

			Unable to face teaching her students, all she did was write popular history books. It was something she had done throughout her teaching career, as her time allowed. Now it was all she had or wanted.

			Once she sat down, Bailey refilled her teacup and got back to her manuscript. She loved writing big biographies, but she also loved writing smaller books, introductions to historical figures and periods of time. For the last five years Bailey had been writing a pocket guide to history series for her publisher.

			They had become hugely popular, and she had been commissioned to write more and more volumes. If there was something that gave Bailey satisfaction in her life now, it was the thought of someone reading through these pocket guides and being inspired to do more in-depth reading on the subject.

			Bailey believed history should be widely studied by all, from crusty old professors to a teenager first diving in to one of her books and becoming hooked. It was that passion that first drove her into teaching, but now that passion was only met through the solitude of her writing.

			The manuscript she was working on at the moment was on the Wars of the Roses, one of her favourite subjects—she had completed her PhD on that period—and the beginning of the Tudor era. It was a long, complicated period of time to disseminate into a short pocket guide, but it was a challenge that Bailey enjoyed—well, had enjoyed. She hadn’t enjoyed anything these past few years.

			She looked at her writing pad, and there was a note she wanted to highlight for later in the chapter that she was working on. When she opened her desk drawer, Bailey’s breath caught in her throat. In there was a framed picture of Ellis.

			Bailey forgot she had put the photo in here the other day when she couldn’t bear to look at it any more. The guilt and the pain were too much for her to look in her eyes.

			She had let her down so badly. Ellis had loved her in every way possible—she had Bailey on a pedestal since they were youngsters, so Ellis had admitted the day they had gone out to celebrate Ellis’s forty-second birthday.

			Having just split up with a girlfriend, Ellis had been feeling raw and unloved. She had reminded Bailey that they had made a pact to get married if they were both single by the time they were forty. It was a promise they had made to each other that Bailey never thought would come to pass, as Ellis was everything anyone would want in a partner—she was beautiful, with the most kind and loving personality.

			When Bailey had made the pact, she’d been sure Ellis would be snapped up well before she turned forty. But Ellis had dated very little, and nothing seemed to stick. Bailey, on the other hand, had never felt the need for a relationship, or believed that long-term relationships were healthy.

			Her parents hadn’t shown her a positive model for them, and really Bailey didn’t think she needed what they had. She had everything she needed to make her life content—her dream job, a good life of friends and colleagues at Cambridge, and she had her beloved best friend, Ellis. Bailey truly did love her, but as a deep friendship, not a romantic love.

			When Ellis reminded her of their pact, Bailey didn’t have an argument against it. Ellis was forty-two and clearly needing that kind of permanence with someone, and Bailey supposed they could help each other through life by marrying, so she agreed.

			When almost in Ellis’s next breath she admitted being in love with Bailey since they’d first met, Bailey again found herself agreeing with her friend, and her friend became her wife. They had three years together before Ellis was hit by a drunk driver and died from her injuries. Bailey had been the best spouse she could be, but there was one thing Bailey couldn’t do and that was be in love with her.

			She had lied to her friend to make her happy, and it tortured her. Especially at the end.

			Bailey heard Ellis’s words in her mind. The ones that tortured her.

			“I know you never were in love with me. I was selfish in a time when I needed to believe you loved me like I loved you.”

			“No, don’t talk like that, Ellis,” Bailey said.

			“I have to because I want you to find happiness when I’m gone. Promise me you will find a woman your heart yearns for. You have been the best friend in the world, giving up your freedom and your chance at true love to make your friend happy—you deserve happiness. Promise me you will find her.”

			Ellis became weaker and weaker that night, and she kept asking for Bailey’s promise. In the end she gave it but didn’t mean a word. Bailey would never be happy again, she was convinced of that in her grief, and was determined that if she couldn’t love Ellis the way she deserved, that she would not find love with anyone.

			Bailey slammed the drawer shut. Why couldn’t she be there for Ellis the way she needed her?

			Guilt tortured her soul. Bailey had been meant to pick Ellis up from the train station that evening of the accident, but Bailey had been swamped with work and asked if Ellis could get a taxi home.

			Instead of that, Ellis walked, since it was a warm summer’s night. If Bailey had ever met anyone in her life who deserved her love and attention, it was Ellis, and Bailey had failed on both counts.

			Bailey should have left her desk and gone to pick up Ellis, and she should have loved her. Now all she could do was cope badly with the guilt.

			Bailey had never been a believer in long-term love, relationships, and romance. And after the hurt, guilt, and shame she’d been through, there was no way she could ever fall in love with a woman now.

			Bailey sat in her office chair and let her head fall back. She closed her eyes and tried to focus on the ticking of the grandfather clock in the far corner of the room. Her mind started to quiet. That was the way Bailey liked it. Quiet and solitude were the only things Bailey wanted in her life now. Quiet, solitude, and peace.

			




Chapter Ten

			Bailey hung up her suit jacket on the coat hanger provided in her sleeper room. This was a much more civilized way to travel home, and she was glad Taylor had suggested it. The first-class room had a couch that converted to a single bed, a toilet, and a shower, and all the amenities you needed to charge your devices.

			There was a club lounge where you could have drinks and nibbles. She had promised she would meet Taylor for a drink later. She took her shoes off and lay down on the bed to check some emails and read before she met Taylor.

			She thought back to the moment in the library where she had momentarily fallen into Taylor’s soft gaze. The two things she could remember vividly were Taylor’s perfume and her eyes. It was the same scent she had noticed every time they’d been together. It filled her nostrils and intoxicated her. Then there were Taylor’s green eyes. They were verdant, alive, and so full of promise. Was it that hope, that promise that attracted her so much?

			Bailey didn’t know enough about Taylor’s background, but she felt she saw a soul unburdened by the harsh realities of life.

			Bailey would be glad when they arrived home. Apart from video calls, they wouldn’t have to see each other until they came to Fairydean for the first weekend.

			By that time, Bailey would have calmed whatever was attracting her to Taylor. She was sure.

			* * *

			Taylor made her way to the club lounge. She’d had a shower in her cabin and felt so much better for it. She saw Bailey as soon as she walked into the lounge, and for a change she wasn’t reading—she was writing on her laptop.

			Bailey looked up and caught her gaze, and Taylor felt excitement in her stomach. Bailey stood as she approached.

			“Evening. Everything okay in your cabin?”

			“Yes, thanks. It’s a great way to travel.”

			“Can I get you a drink?” Bailey asked.

			Taylor smiled. “Yes, that would be lovely.”

			She opened the menu on the table and read through the selections while Bailey signalled for one of the train staff.

			“What can I get you?”

			“I’ll have a Auchentoshan malt with ice please, and my friend will have a…?”

			“Weird watermelon, please,” Taylor said.

			By the look on Bailey’s face, she hadn’t heard of that drink before.

			“Would you like anything to eat?” the staff member asked. “Nuts, olives, sandwiches?”

			“Taylor?”

			“Some nuts and olives would be lovely.” Taylor smiled.

			Bailey packed up her laptop and put the case to the side. She wasn’t going to be rude and continue working.

			“What were you working on?”

			“Just some notes for my book.”

			“I hope that helping me isn’t taking you away from your work,” Taylor said.

			“Not at all.” That was partially true. She was going to be writing up to her deadline, but what was new?

			The drinks arrived. Bailey’s was simply whiskey with ice, but Taylor’s watermelon drink came in a tall bulbous glass with a straw, a cocktail umbrella, and fruit on a toothpick. Bailey didn’t think drinks garnished like that had made it past the eighties.

			“Oh, that’s so nice. Thank you,” Taylor said to the server.

			“My pleasure. We like to make an effort.”

			Once he left Bailey asked, “What is a Weird watermelon?”

			Taylor took a sip through her straw and shivered slightly. “That’s so good. It’s from a range of drinks. Weird kiwi, Weird mango, Weird tropical. The weird bit is that there’s a fizzy sherbet taste to it. It’s an alcopop aimed at women, university students, and—controversially—teenagers.”

			Suddenly the gulf of a generational age gap opened between them, in Bailey’s mind anyway.

			“Sounds delightful,” Bailey said sarcastically.

			“This from someone drinking whiskey? Here, have a try.”

			“What a kind offer, but no.”

			Taylor moved her glass over to Bailey. “Go on, grumpy. Have a go. If you do, I’ll try your horrible whiskey. I’ve never tried a drop in my life, but I’m willing to try something new.”

			Bailey sighed, lifted the glass, and took a sip. Her tastebuds were first assaulted by the intense taste of sweetness, and then the sour flavour of a fizzy sherbet.

			“Oh my God. That must have ten spoonsful of sugar in it.”

			Taylor just laughed.

			“It tastes like I’ve drunk a sweet shop.”

			“That’s the point. It’s for people who don’t like the taste of alcohol. Gimme yours then.”

			Taylor held out her hand and flexed her fingers. Bailey sighed and handed it over. How had her life come to this? Swapping drinks with a young woman on the Caledonian Sleeper.

			Taylor swirled it around and sniffed it suspiciously.

			“Don’t spill any—that’s eleven pounds a glass.”

			“Is it? My Weird watermelon is only three pounds a bottle. I’m a cheap date.” Taylor laughed.

			“That will never be true, or it shouldn’t be,” Bailey said firmly.

			Taylor’s laughter stopped straight away, and her eyes locked with Bailey’s. “No?”

			“No, whoever is lucky enough to take you out should treat you like a—” Bailey stopped herself from going too far. “Very well. Should treat you very well.”

			Taylor locked eyes with her and said nothing, but the space between them felt intense. Bailey had to force herself to look away. She busied herself with her iPad and hoped that Taylor would look away.

			“Okay, bottoms up,” Taylor said.

			Bailey looked up as Taylor took a sip of her whiskey. The face she made was reminiscent of a toddler trying a Brussels sprout.

			Then Taylor exclaimed, “Argh! That is disgusting. How can anyone drink that?”

			Bailey laughed and took her glass back. “It’s an acquired taste.”

			Taylor took a big gulp of her drink and said, “Who would want to acquire it?”

			“Old people like me,” Bailey said.

			“You’re not old.”

			“Compared to you, I am.”

			Bailey thought she should remind Taylor of their respective ages. Bailey could cope with her attraction to Taylor much better if Taylor didn’t gaze at her with the same sparks of attraction.

			“You’re only as old as you feel.”

			Bailey didn’t reply to that. She wanted the subject to change.

			Taylor cleared her throat and said, “I think we should discuss the elephant in the room.”

			What? The sexual tension?

			“What elephant?”

			“You dressing in period costume.”

			Bailey was so relieved. This topic she could handle. “You know how I feel about it.”

			Taylor popped a few of the nuts in her mouth. She had to word this carefully if she was to get what she wanted.

			“I know, but think about what I’m trying to do. I want my Romantics to lose themselves in the period. They’re paying to take part in a time-travel mission, going back in time and becoming part of the Regency period. Imagine they’re taking part in shooting, fencing, or poetry reading. They are immersed in the Regency world—then you come out to give your talk in normal clothes, and the illusion is shattered.”

			Bailey took a sip of her drink and sighed.

			Taylor knew she was wavering. “Please, Bailey. It would make me so happy.”

			“Fine, I’ll do it, but I’m not dancing.” Bailey pointed her finger towards Taylor to emphasize the point.

			Taylor clapped her hands. “Thank you, thank you.”

			The dance was an argument for another day, but Taylor wanted Bailey to dance and enjoy the ball. She was sure Bailey would like it once she was part of it.

			“I’ll take you to the costumer to measure you up myself. They are coming to the dance lessons, but I think you would appreciate more privacy,” Taylor said.

			“Thank you. I would.”

			They both remained silent for the next few minutes, both looking out the train window into the gloom of a darkening sky.

			Then Bailey broke the silence. “What are your mum and dad like? What do they do for a living?”

			Taylor chuckled. People always made that assumption. “It’s mum and mum, actually.”

			“What? Really? I’m sorry.”

			“It’s okay. People always assume that. It’s the way our brains are culturally wired. Mum and Mama work for the family business—fruit and vegetable suppliers. They supply the best restaurants all over London.”

			“Oh, excellent. Did they start it together?”

			“Mum took over my granddad’s fruit and veg stall when she was sixteen and built the business up to one that supplies the UK and Europe. Mama joined when they became an item.”

			Bailey smiled. “You sound very proud. They must be nice people.”

			“They are. The best. Mum, Mama, and my brothers all came together to give me the last bit of capital I needed to start my business.”

			“You have a kind and loving family.”

			“The best.”

			“Tell me about your siblings?” Bailey asked.

			“Three big brothers, Luke, Thomas, and Eddie. Thomas is married to Gianna, and they have two kids, Ruby and Aaron. Luke has a girlfriend called Jess, and Eddie is married to Max. They have one boy called Jaden.”

			“Three big brothers. That’s a big family. What was that like growing up?” Bailey asked.

			“It gave me a lot of confidence, I suppose, because I always felt I had a safety net behind me. What about you?”

			“Family? There’s just me. My parents were older when they had me. They’d never planned to have any children. I was quite the surprise. My mother thought she was going through the menopause.”

			Taylor laughed. “Sorry, that’s quite funny. I bet they were pleased when you arrived.”

			Bailey screwed up her face. “Pleased is a strong word. They got used to me. We didn’t spend much time together. Mother and Father both were professors at Oxford. Mother, chemistry, and Father, physics. I had a nanny and then was sent off to boarding school at eight.”

			“Eight? That’s awful,” Taylor said.

			Bailey shrugged. “They did their best. It was the way they were brought up. Mother and Father weren’t the most emotional of people. I don’t even think they loved each other in the conventional sense. They greatly respected each other’s work.”

			Bailey had never had an experience of warm family or love as far as she’d known.

			“So how and why Cambridge if your parents were at Oxford?”

			“A small act of rebellion. They weren’t best pleased. But I wanted to be somewhere I’d be judged for me, not for who my parents were.”

			“I can see that.”

			Taylor was silent for a few seconds. “All this money my family has given me—I get nervous and worried I’ll let them down.”

			“How could you think that? I’m sure they’re very proud of you.”

			“I know they are, but if this doesn’t go well, I’ll lose my family’s money.”

			“You won’t let them down. You’re a dedicated hard worker.”

			“But you’ve said yourself that you think this is a silly idea, playing with history and its people,” Taylor said.

			“You don’t want to listen to me. I am an eternal pessimist. From knowing you better now, I know you have the skills to make this business work.”

			“Thank you. That means a lot, coming from you. I don’t think you give out positive opinions very often.” Taylor smiled.

			Bailey matched that smile. “You are probably right.”

			They chatted a while longer, but Taylor was getting tired. She yawned and stretched her arms. “I think I need my bed.”

			“Of course, I’ll walk you to your cabin, then come back and finish up some of my work,” Bailey said.

			“It’s fine, I can make my way back. You carry on with your work.”

			Bailey clearly didn’t listen and stood and extended her hand for Taylor to take.

			“You are extremely polite.”

			“One tries,” Bailey said with a twinkling smile.

			Taylor took Bailey’s hand and felt the warmth from Bailey’s hand travel to hers and into her body.

			She felt safe. Bailey made her feel safe. That was something she hadn’t felt from someone outside her family before. It was strange.

			Bailey walked her along the corridor to the end where her cabin was. “Well, this is me,” Taylor said.

			They both stood awkwardly, the tension building between them.

			“Thank you for a lovely day. It was fun spending it together. It didn’t turn out as bad as you thought it was going to be, did it?”

			Bailey gave her a lopsided smile. “No, it wasn’t.”

			Before Taylor could change her mind, she stood on tip toe and kissed Bailey on the cheek, then went in her room and shut the door.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Taylor emptied her bags from the boot of her mum’s car. She’d asked to borrow it since she had so much to transport to the hotel for the Romantics’ open evening. Gracie couldn’t come with her tonight. She worked part-time at a bar, and she’d traded an awful lot of shifts already to help Taylor. Taylor told her that she would be fine.

			But in truth, Taylor was nervous. It was the first time she was coming face to face with all the new members of the Regency Romance Club. She had to convey the magic of the period and fulfil these people’s dreams, and it was a lot of pressure.

			“Taylor?”

			She turned around and saw Zee. She was looking gorgeous tonight in black jeans and a simple white T-shirt, with a black leather jacket. Her camera was slung over her shoulder.

			“Hi, Zee.” Taylor put down one of her heavy bags and took a deep breath.

			“Hello, beautiful,” Zee said, “are you nervous?”

			“Yes. It’s a big night.”

			“It’ll be fantastic. How about we go for drinks after this?”

			“Yeah, that would be great.” Zee actually asked her out? Gracie would be jealous.

			“Excellent. I’ll go inside and get the lay of the land and take some shots of the room.” Zee walked away and up the front doorstep.

			Taylor looked down at all the bags she had to take in, and then considered the two free hands that Zee’d had. “She could have offered.”

			Taylor shut the boot of the car, so that the remaining bags would be safe till she came back out, and walked up the stairs and into the hotel. The receptionist smiled at her, as she’d already been in to check in and make sure the function room was in order.

			When she walked in, she saw Zee walking around taking shots and Bailey sitting next to the large smart board the hotel had provided, looking at her MacBook.

			Had Bailey sneaked in past her without saying anything? Bailey spotted her and immediately got up and hurried over to her.

			“Let me get those.” Bailey took all the bags.

			“Did you sneak in? I never saw you,” Taylor asked.

			“No, I didn’t know you were here, or I would have come to help you. There’s a side entrance down the alley at the side where you can go straight into the bar.”

			“You’ve been here before then.”

			“Once or twice. Have you got more bags outside?” Bailey asked.

			“Yes, lots.”

			“I’ll take these and put them beside the smart board, and I’ll meet you back outside.”

			Taylor sighed. “Thanks, I could do with the help.”

			Bailey walked back to where she had been sitting and put the bags down. She could feel the presence of Zee beside her and hear the click of her camera.

			“It won’t work, you know.”

			“What do you mean?” Bailey asked.

			“Being so helpful and carrying her bags. Trying to ingratiate yourself with her,” Zee said.

			“I’m being well-mannered. You know, the thing that you generally aren’t.”

			“You can’t fool me. A word of advice—don’t embarrass yourself. You are too old for her.”

			Bailey ignored her and walked back out. Bloody fool. She was being friendly, and you were never too old to be friends. Bailey was well aware she was too old for anything else, and she wouldn’t want it anyway.

			Bailey saw Taylor struggling with a heavy bag and hurried over. “Here, let me.”

			“You’re a lifesaver. I brought too much, I think, but I didn’t want to leave anything to chance,” Taylor said.

			“You’re better to be over-prepared than not. That’s what I always told my students.”

			Taylor smiled. “I bet you were a good teacher.”

			“I don’t know about that. I pushed them to always be better, but I didn’t have the most approachable qualities.”

			They gathered all the bags between them and started to walk in. “I imagine you were somewhat scary. You scared me the first time we met,” Taylor said.

			“Did I? It wasn’t meant.”

			Taylor put her laptop bag down on the function room floor. Bailey did the same with hers.

			“You still do—sometimes.”

			Taylor instantly regretted what she’d said, as a stony look overcame Bailey, and she pulled away.

			“Forgive me,” Bailey said. “I’ll leave you to set up.”

			“No, Bailey, I didn’t mean that…” But Bailey was gone. Taylor watched her leave the function room and walk towards the bar.

			“Fool,” Taylor chastised herself.

			She had meant scared her in a good way. That image she had when she closed her eyes at night was of the distinguished woman that Bailey was, sitting in a chair, legs crossed, radiating power, as she had when they’d first met. The look that made her blood run hot and her heart beat faster.

			“What’s she said to you?” Zee asked.

			“Nothing, nothing. Just a misunderstanding,” Taylor said.

			“Keep out of her way. She’ll do nothing but bring down your positivity.”

			Taylor was about to rebuke Zee when one of the servers came over with a tray of drinks—champagne, orange juice, and lemonade.

			“Drink, Ms. Sparks?”

			“Just the orange please. I’d better keep a clear head.”

			“I’ll take a champagne. I never pass up a free drink,” Zee said.

			It wasn’t free, of course, it was paid for as everything was tonight, from the business. So that comment annoyed Taylor.

			The server said, “We’re going to wait at the door with drinks in case there’s any early birds.”

			“Thank you.”

			Thankfully Zee had moved anyway. It was probably the stress of the event, but she was annoying Taylor tonight.

			Taylor got her presentation connected to the smart board and then hung two sample outfits on stands that she had brought with her.

			“What next? Music.”

			Taylor linked her phone to the speaker in the function room and chose her Regency playlist. It was a mixture of orchestral music from the time and soundtracks from her favourite films and TV shows set in the period. Things were starting to gel, now that the music was playing.

			She got her mirror out of her bag to check her appearance. Taylor touched up her make-up and jumped when she saw Bailey at her side. Bailey put her iPad on the table next to Taylor’s MacBook, ready for her introductory talk.

			“Bailey? I didn’t mean—”

			“Ms. Sparks!”

			Taylor turned around and smiled. It was Dani, their first Romantic. He was holding a glass of champagne and smiling broadly.

			“Dani.” Taylor went to him, and they kissed each other’s cheeks. “So nice to meet in person at last.”

			Taylor had Zoomed each Romantic, and Dani was her favourite. He was flamboyant and already had a Regency-styled head of curly black hair and a thin moustache. His eyes literally sparkled tonight as he wore glittery purple and silver eyeshadow.

			“Wonderful to meet you,” Dani said. “I know we are going to be the best of friends. I thought I’d get here early and see you. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

			“You too, I’m relying on you to keep our group morale high.”

			“I’ll do that, honey, and take any shy pies under my wing,” Dani said.

			“Thank you. Oh, let me introduce you to our historian. Dani, this is Dr. Bailey,” Taylor said.

			Bailey and Dani shook hands. “Pleased to meet you.”

			Dani was looking at Bailey as if he was trying to place her. “Have I seen you in something?”

			Taylor cut Bailey off and responded for her. “Oh yes, Bailey’s been in lots of history documentaries. BBC, Netflix, lots of others. She’s a very eminent historian.”

			“That’s quite an introduction,” Dani said.

			“Ms. Sparks flatters me, I assure you.”

			“I’m sure she hasn’t. I’ve definitely seen you on TV.” Dani turned to the side and saw Zee walking towards them.

			“Now I’m sure I know that face. Zee Osman.” Then he put on a dramatic voice and said Zee’s catchphrase, “The history, the scandal, the sex…”

			“Hey, I have a fan already,” Zee said.

			Taylor heard Bailey sigh and walk away. Not only had Taylor upset her, but Zee appeared to be annoying her greatly.

			“Bailey—” Taylor was going to go to her but she spotted more Romantics arriving, and she had to go and greet them.

			* * *

			Taylor asked everyone to take their seats so that the evening could begin. It was an excellent, varied bunch, some quieter than others, but true to his word, Dani circulated through some of the quieter group members and brought them into the conversations.

			The second most enthusiastic Romantic was Maisie, a gorgeous and elegant woman in her late thirties. Sitting next to Dani was Avery O’Connor, who identified as non-binary. Avery had been extremely quiet when they came in and tried to keep to the back. But Dani spotted Avery and made sure they sat next to him. Now Avery was smiling and not looking worried.

			I should have Dani on staff.

			One Romantic who didn’t need to be taken under Dani’s wing was Vida Clifford, a woman in her early fifties with short stylish silver hair, who worked in the fashion industry. It would be important to impress her, as she would have some really good contacts.

			Taylor couldn’t wait to get to know the rest.

			“Good evening, everyone. I’m so happy that all of you made it. This is just a little get-together for us to get to know each other. I’m Taylor Sparks, and this is our historian, Dr. Jaq Bailey.”

			She then pointed to Zee, who was moving around the room taking pictures. “That is Zee Osman. She is writing a feature on our group, as I emailed you. Just ignore that she is here.”

			Taylor clicked her mouse to start her PowerPoint presentation.

			“Firstly—welcome to the Regency Romance Club,” Taylor said excitedly.

			Everyone clapped and cheered. It gave Taylor such a buzz to share her own love of this period with others.

			“You are all now exclusive members, an elite group of Romantics that have the joy of being able to go back in time. A tourist of an age that fascinated and inspired books, poems, and music. But before we can talk about our time travel, some rules have to be made.”

			Dani booed theatrically and the others laughed.

			“Sorry, Dani, everyone needs rules sometimes.”

			Taylor cast a glance at Bailey, and she was smiling, but then when Bailey became aware she’d noticed, the smile fell.

			Taylor clicked the next slide. “The first rule about Regency Romance Club is…?”

			She waited while they all replied in unison, “Don’t talk about Regency Romance Club!”

			Taylor laughed. “Only kidding. Our first rule above all is be courteous to others in the group, especially at the balls, and respect their pronouns and genders. At the ball please accept any offer of a dance, not only to be polite but because this was a rule back in the Regency period. I know that after meeting you all today, you will all play nice together.”

			Next was possibly the hardest rule. “Now, one of the things that makes the Regency so alluring to us is that—if you were a gentleman or a lady—relationships were slow-paced, with people getting to know each other before physically getting to know each other, if you know what I mean.” Taylor winked.

			“To that end the next rule is super important. If you meet someone you like in the club, by all means meet up for coffee, a film, a drink between balls, but I ask that there be no physical intimacy.”

			Again Dani and his new friend Maisie booed.

			“I know if you start to have feelings for someone, that will be difficult, but it’s part of the experience, and it will intensify your feelings. During the Regency, you wouldn’t be together without chaperones, and since I and my staff can’t be with you all between balls, I have to ask you to pledge to keep—”

			“Our hands off each other?” Maisie said.

			“Yeah. Exactly. The point of the club is to build a lasting relationship, and this will strengthen any feelings you will have. Do we pledge? All say aye.”

			“Aye!”

			“Thank you. Now for some practicalities. I brought two costumes with me just to give you an idea of the styles on offer. When we meet for our first dance lessons, our costume people will measure you up and then have fittings at dance class when they are near ready. I don’t want you to feel constrained in any way by the gender binary. Here we are all queer, and however you wish to present yourself is totally up to you. The costume people will have no problem making something that suits who you feel you truly are. There are no gender or sexuality norms here. This is a safe queer space for you all to enjoy together.”

			The group broke into cheers and applause, and Taylor launched into the evening’s main event.

			“Now, finally, I’d like to introduce you to our historian, Dr
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